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In recent years, there has been a burgeoning of urban policies and planning strategies 
aimed at developing the nightscapes of contemporary cities into entertainment milieus 
for consumptive play and leisure. Such nightlife spaces are lauded by neoliberal 
urban administrations for their economic contribution in driving employment, 
tourism, and civic boosterism. Proponents of the ‘24-hour’ city agenda also argue that 
a vibrant urban nightlife can be a competitive advantage for cities seeking to attract 
foreign direct investment and creative talent in an era of globalisation. At the same 
time, however, this emphasis on rejuvenating the nighttime economy in the city 
centre is creating greater inattention towards the everyday nightscapes—everyday 
(night)life—of ordinary people. This study, therefore, asks:  How is the nighttime 
economy in quotidian neighbourhoods produced and consumed, and how can 
everyday (night)life contribute to the making of a more inclusive city at night? 
 
Taking the global city of Singapore as a departure point, this empirical study 
investigates the urban qualities of and creative possibilities arising from everyday 
(night)life by examining the spatial practices and temporal rhythms of the nighttime 
economy in three quotidian neighbourhoods which include: Lembu Square, an ethnic 
quarter in the inner-city; Toa Payoh Central, a suburban precinct in the ‘heartlands’; 
and Holland Village, a commercial enclave in the urban fringe. Adopting a three-fold 
qualitative approach that combines the research methods of flânerie, photography, 
and narration this study conceptualises and contextualises the everyday (night)life 
from a ‘view from below’ perspective, thereby providing visual and textual acuity 
into the neglected spatialities and temporalities of everyday places at night. In so 
doing, this study demonstrates that: (1) the nighttime economy of quotidian 
neighbourhoods is produced and consumed through informal modes of 
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spatiotemporal practices which manifest in the form of everyday (night)life; (2) 
informal modes of everyday (night)life are not only thriving but also coexisting 
alongside the formal nighttime economy in a global city like Singapore; and (3) 
everyday (night)life can contribute to the making of a more inclusive city at night by 
helping to foster social sustainability in the everyday spaces of ordinary people. Here, 
social sustainability in the city at night entails: (1) accessibility to common resources 
by the wider population; (2) tolerance of plural sociocultural norms; (3) diversity of 
people, businesses, and design aesthetics; and (4) participation by civil society.  
 
It is becoming more and more challenging, however, to safeguard the ideals of social 
sustainability in contemporary cities where urban conditions are made more complex 
by the insurgent influx of foreign capital, people, and cultures. This study identifies 
three tensions and conflicts that can create urban situations which compromise 
inclusivity in the city at night: (1) loss of public realm through privatisation and 
commodification; (2) loss of affordable economic spaces through unhindered 
gentrification of older neighbourhoods; and (3) loss of diversity and equity through 
uneven privileging of certain urban spaces over others. In order to address these 
contentions, this study suggests a ‘niche’ approach for the urban management of 
public spaces after dark that would enable buildings, sidewalks, and streets to be 
informalised in specific places and at specified times, thereby creating an urban 
ecological habitat where formal/informal and daytime/nighttime activities can 
survive, persist, and coexist in an era of globalisation and rapid urban transformation.  
 
The findings of this study open out new avenues through which to understand the 
spatiotemporal dimensions of urban spaces at night and implications of an informal 
urban nighttime economy against the backdrop of a global city. To this end, it is 
hoped that this study can help to better inform policy-makers, planners, architects, 
and all concerned with the making of vibrant and sustainable cities. 
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LIST OF DEFINITIONS 
 
 
CBD: central business district. 
 
Durian: a Bahasa Melayu term for a particular species of tropical fruit characterised 
by its thorny exterior and distinctive odour. 
 
Five-foot way: a pedestrian arcade which generally measures five-feet across for 
circulation and ground floor activities; a design element of the shophouse typology. 
 
Getai: a Chinese term for a singing act performed on stage; it is typically performed 
during the Hungry Ghost festival. 
 
Hawker centre: a non-enclosed public establishment comprising individual 
stallholders selling food and beverages. 
 
Heartland: a suburban settlement in the context of Singapore. 
 
HDB: Housing and Development Board; the public housing authority of Singapore. 
 
Hungry Ghost festival: an annual observation during the seventh lunar month of the 
Chinese calendar (August in the corresponding Western calendar) when traditional 
rites are carried out by devotees as they worship deities and pay respect to the 
wandering ‘spirits’ of the deceased. 
 
Integrated Resort: a mega-development with a gaming component complemented 
by hotel, convention, entertainment, and shopping facilities. 
 
Kampong: a Bahasa Melayu term for a village or rural settlement. 
 
Kopitiam: a colloquial term used in Singapore for a vernacular establishment where 
food and beverages prepared by individual stalls can be purchased and consumed. 
 
Muri: a Bengali term for a Bangladeshi snack of puffed rice seasoned with spices. 
 
Nighttime economy: the capitalistic production and consumption of goods and 
services, including the resultant and consequential aspects of social and cultural 
activities, that occurs between the hours of 5:00pm and 5:00am. 
 
Paan: a Bengali term for a mixture made of areca nut, quicklime, and spices wrapped 
within a betel leaf. 
 
Shophouse: a low-rise vernacular building type traditionally used for business and 
mercantile activities on the ground floor and residential accommodation on the upper 
second and/or third storeys. 
 
URA: Urban Redevelopment Authority; the land use planning authority of Singapore. 
 
Void deck: a vacant space on the ground floor, typically designed within a HDB 
residential block. 
 







1.1 The City at Night  
Contemporary cities in a global era never sleep—they are, today, more wakeful than 
ever. Since the dawn of electric lighting, wireless telecommunication, and capital 
mobility contemporary cities have increasingly become better-equipped at harnessing 
the potential of the night to advance their economic positions on the world stage as 
‘24-hour’ sites for capitalistic modes of production and consumption. In Night as 
Frontier, Melbin (1987) illustrates the parallels between the opportunistic expansion 
of time and the geographic expansion of the 19
th
 century American frontier, thus 
suggesting that nighttime is the new frontier of the 21
st
 century to be exploited by a 
time-squeezed society.  
 
In a ‘24-hour city’, an ordinary day in the life of an urban dweller need not cease at 
sundown; rather, a 24-hour city is likely to be more intensely lived and experienced 
upon nightfall as a range of opportunities for leisure and consumption inundate the 
urban nightscape in settings such as high-fashion shopping belts, arts and cultural 
precincts, branded lifestyle districts, thematic entertainment centres, and waterfront 
developments. The rise of entertainment infrastructure and amenities is the result of 
an emerging new urban economy—the ‘nighttime economy’. In this sense, 
‘economy’ is a socio-ideological construct inherently related to place culture. 
Therefore, the desire to develop a vibrant nighttime economy (as a means to lure 
foreign direct investment, creative talent, and tourism), together with the twin 
aspirations of attaining ‘world city’ and ‘creative city’ status, is increasingly driving 
the ambitious urban agendas of today’s postmodern and cosmopolitan conurbations. 
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The nighttime city also plays a significant role in the lives of urban dwellers as it 
represents a time for merriment, socialisation, and escapism. Contemporary urban 
nightlife in the postindustrial city is an ambivalent experience typified by, on the one 
hand, hedonistic practices such as late-night clubbing and binge-drinking and, on the 
other hand, leisurely pursuits in the likes of restaurant-dining and theatre-watching. 
Christopher (1997) describes this dualism as a city with two tales of which one is the 
“sunlit polis” that is “orderly and functional, imbued with customs and routine” and, 
the other, the “sunless necropolis” that is “rife with darker impulses and forbidden 
currents, a world of violence and chaos” (p. 36). As Palmer (2000) suggests: 
The night is different, its opposition to day marked by darkness and danger. But its 
fears are balanced by its freedoms. Night offers escape from the drudgeries of the day, 
the routines that define humanity in specific duties, obligations, and tasks (p. 13). 
 
Such a liminal nightscape produces an uneasy coexistence between emotional 
extremes of apprehension and excitement, frustration and liberation, and 
inclusiveness and exclusiveness that make planning and regulating the nighttime city 
a genuine challenge for urban governments.  
 
There is currently a struggle amongst planners, health and safety regulators, licensing 
authorities, businesspeople, and community members to promote vibrancy and 
economic opportunities in urban neighbourhoods while also ensuring that the 
interests of residents and consumers are met in terms of privacy, safety, and 
inclusivity. This mêlée has caught the attention of academics from various fields of 
expertise—urban planning, urban design, architecture, geography, and sociology—
thus resulting in interdisciplinary scholarship on the nighttime economy that has 
burgeoned in the last decade. We shall now take a closer examination of the nighttime 
economy by sketching out its contemporary development and exploring the key 
thematic strands within this subject of study.  
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1.2 The 24-Hour City and Nighttime Economy 
In The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jacobs (1992) argues for fine-
grained mixed-use neighbourhoods where dense concentrations of people live, work, 
and play to produce active streets supported by a diversity of commercial activities—
from early-morning delicatessens to late-night bars—that generate an “hour by hour” 
“time spread” of pedestrians throughout the day (p. 152-177). Jacobs inspired urban 
policies and schemes aimed at reintroducing urban life to the declining downtown 
cores in the cities of North America and the United Kingdom during the 1980s and 
1990s, thus spurring interest in the 24-hour city notion (Roberts and Eldridge, 2009). 
 
Comedia’s (1991) report, Out of Hours, was one of the first seminal studies to 
explore the 24-hour city concept and posit urban policy strategies for the revival of 
the public realm in cities after dark. The study made observations of streetlife after 
the closing hours of offices and shops, and found that most city centres were 
abandoned after the workday with streets and public spaces empty of people. The few 
establishments that remained opened, such as bars and clubs, appeared to exclude 
outsiders as the anti-social behaviours that precipitated from these businesses were 
intimidating other groups of people. Comedia’s recommendations advocate 
“environmental improvements to the public realm and making streets and public 
places more attractive for sitting out and walking in” (Ibid, p. 36). Some of the 
proposed strategies include: installing special paving and ambient lighting; creating 
continuous street frontages; encouraging cafés to setup tables on the pavement; and 
revising pedestrianisation schemes that permit traffic flow into areas that would 
otherwise be forbidding at night.  
 
Shortly after Comedia’s report was published, the British city of Manchester hosted a 
conference themed “Towards the 24 Hour City?” in 1993. The aim of the conference 
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was to examine “how strategies of regulation and regeneration affected the city at 
night, and the inherent conflicts between them” (Urban and Economic Development 
Group et al., 2002, p. 3). For cities whose urban public realms were experiencing a 
critical decline, the idea of a 24-hour city provided the optimism that nighttime 
entertainment and cultural activities could rejuvenate desolate urban areas through an 
‘urban renaissance’ which would incite people move to and live in the city. The 24-
hour city became a catchphrase and was adopted not only by Manchester but also the 
local authorities of Leeds and Cardiff in the United Kingdom (Heath, 1997). In The 
24 Hour Society, Kreitzman (1999) explains that the “24 hour ethos” is: 
…an accepted short-hand for the many debates on the future of urban living, urban 
economies, public social life and the public realm. These debates are being articulated 
in cities around the world. As cities try to reinvent themselves, the 24 hour city is 
more a collection of ideas and methods than a literal description. There are no 
objective rules for deciding what is and is not a 24 hour city. Nor is there a single 
model for developing one. Different cities use a mixture of different approaches. The 
particular combination depends on local circumstances and the availability of funds. 
In all cases, the hope is that by creating activity after normal office/shop hours a more 
vibrant urban culture will be developed (p. 137). 
 
Whereas the 24-hour city is generally used as a place-marketing and place-branding 
slogan, the nighttime economy is a working term employed by academic scholarship 
and planning practice that refers to the capitalistic production and consumption of 
goods and services, including the resultant and consequential aspects of social and 
cultural activities, that occurs between the hours of 5:00pm to 5:00am. The 
implications of the nighttime economy are diverse and wide-ranging, thus providing a 
robust subject for research. The perspectives adopted by researchers in the study of 
the nighttime economy, and urban nightlife in general, can be grouped into three key 
thematic strands: (1) neoliberalism and urban renaissance; (2) heterotopia and social 
transgression; and (3) regulation and space-time management. The following sections 
will discuss each of these three themes in turn. 
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1.2.1 Theme 1: Neoliberalism and Urban Renaissance 
The works of Lovatt and O’Connor (1995) and Lovatt (1996) have been pivotal 
contributions to the discourse on the nighttime economy through the exploration of 
the nighttime economy as a process of post-Fordism. The authors explain that the 
initial decline of city centres in the 1980s prompted local authorities to change their 
regulatory structures and planning principles throughout the 1990s in an effort to spur 
an urban renaissance that would bring life back into cities. This change marked a 
paradigm shift in the ideology and practice of urban planning from a Fordist (city as 
place of production) to post-Fordist (city as place of consumption) system; and, as the 
authors posit, the nighttime economy is one manifestation of the post-Fordist 
approach to city-making. 
 
Hobbs et al. (2000) continue with the theory of post-Fordism by deconstructing the 
facets of nighttime leisure in the postindustrial city and relating these processes to the 
changing orientation of urban governance. The paper describes the temporal and 
spatial liminality of the postindustrial city after dark as an “unregulated zone of 
venture capitalism” for the consumption of alcohol and relaxation of social codes (p. 
710). The authors contend that governing the nighttime city in a postindustrial era is 
today complicated by the ambiguity of a contemporary culture in fervent pursuit of 
hedonistic pleasures. 
 
The producers of the nighttime economy also play a significant role in shaping the 
built environment of the city at night. In illuminating the processes of corporatisation, 
branding, and market segmentation of the nighttime economy Hollands and 
Chatterton (2003) reveal the capital-intensive capabilities of corporate entertainment 
operators to develop premium branding, seize consumer markets, and transform high-
6 
 
value urban properties into trendy lifestyle destinations thereby “spatially squeezing 
out independent entrepreneurs and dominating the urban landscape” (p. 374).  
 
On a related course of argument, Talbot (2004) reveals how regeneration strategies 
and licensing practices are “inevitably entrenched with prejudicial subjectivities that 
influence the nature of economic development and public space”, thereby creating 
racial differentiation in the production of the nighttime city (p. 889). Talbot’s 
research uncovers the exclusionary nature of the nighttime economy in gentrified 
inner-city neighbourhoods. Similarly, Ocejo (2009) describes how urban regeneration 
can displace longstanding nighttime businesses whose popularity and success are 
dependent on a loyal customer base; over time, these aging establishments find 
themselves losing their relevance and appeal to nightspots fitted with the commercial 
capability to attract an ever more discerning crowd of patrons. 
 
In this global race to ‘colonise’ the nighttime, it is the commodification and 
monopolisation of urban nightlife that has attracted much criticism. As Harvey (2001) 
argues, “inter-urban competition” and “urban entrepreneurialism” in advanced 
capitalist urban economies have prompted a “serial reproduction of certain patterns of 
development” (p. 358)—art and cultural centres, entertainment districts, waterfront 
developments, et cetera—that appear to create a “spatial division of consumption” 
and class divide (p. 355). Proponents of public space and public life have been critical 
of government efforts to liberalise the nighttime economy; they argue that corporate 
urban nightlife is permeating the public sphere in the form of privatised 
establishments. The ubiquitous bar-pub-club scene, for example, has created a 
monoculture of young drinkers and party-revellers, thus making the city streets, parks 
and open spaces unsafe and exclusionary for families, women, and the elderly 




1.2.2 Theme 2: Heterotopia and Social Transgression 
In Of Other Spaces, Foucault (1986) establishes the concept of “heterotopia” to 
describe a paradoxical space that is simultaneously a utopia and dystopia—that is, a 
seductive space that can contradict, test, and liberate people from their lived 
experience of the mundane and everyday. The city at night, as Campo and Ryan 
(2008) argue, is a heterotopia where consumers can partake in uninhibited revelry and 
deviance as well as collective sociality and conviviality:  
With its patrons temporarily free from expectations, responsibility and everyday 
routine, the entertainment zone provides a setting for escape, play, intimate 
engagement with others and with the urban environment (p. 310).  
 
Such zones of liminality heighten the collective experience of emotions (excitement, 
thrill, ecstasy) and haptic senses (crowding, congestion, noise), thus exposing 
consumers to another spatiotemporal dimension of the city which can at once be both 
celebratory and risqué. 
 
More often than not, writings on the nighttime economy tend to focus on the adverse 
extremes of night culture. Hayward and Hobbs (2007), for example, address the 
subject of binge-drinking by arguing that intoxication has become a normative 
spectacle of the postindustrial nighttime economy, and “for the state to now intervene 
in the contemporary NTE [nighttime economy] would be to interfere with patterns of 
consumption, and therefore to inhibit capital accumulation” (p. 444). Roberts (2006) 
continues the debate by examining the demise of “micro-districts” in Great Britain— 
once considered the creative milieus of the city centre—to “no-go areas” 
overshadowed by transgressive and anti-social behaviours generated from alcohol-
fuelled activities of a neoliberal market-led nighttime economy (p. 334). At the same 
time, Valentine et al.’s (2010) study, which focuses on cultural attitudes toward 
alcohol consumption and contemporary nightlife, assert that “alcohol structures the 
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use of public space in the nighttime economy...which implicitly determine whom the 
place is for and how the space should habitually be occupied and used” (p. 17). 
 
The dialectic of the restrained daytime city and the carnivalesque nighttime city is a 
common point of departure within this strand of research on the nighttime economy. 
Such an approach also emphasises the sociospatial division of a city along temporal 
zones, where public spaces and urban districts transform nightly into distinct enclaves 
with each catering to its own set of clientele. This ‘Othering’ of nocturnal identities 
and cultures is a process that Palmer (2000) describes as follows:  
[t]he night has always been a time for daylight’s dispossessed—the deviant, the 
dissident, the different—and there is something of a bond among those who have 
chosen or been forced to adapt to the pleasures and dangers of the dark, a space that 
exists through as well as in time and place (p. 16-17).  
 
As such, “the city centre becomes a ‘playground’ for certain social groups, where 
normal rules of adult behaviour seem not to apply, and perhaps should not (seem to) 
apply” (Tiesdell and Slater, 2006, p. 143). The spatial territoriality of nighttime urban 
denizens and their social protocols (whether viewed as transgressive or otherwise) 
adds to the complexity of the cosmopolitan city at night. In response to this aspect, 
therefore, is the third research theme on the regulation and management of the 
nighttime economy. 
 
1.2.3 Theme 3: Regulation and Space-Time Management 
Conflicts and disorder have become synonymous with the nighttime economy, as 
nightlife establishments cyclically churn out crowds of intoxicated young revellers 
onto public streets in the hours of darkness. Urban governments have, therefore, 
developed various forms of regulatory and surveillance practices as a means to 
“discipline nightlife” in appeasement of concerns from residents (Hae, 2011, p. 
3450). As illustrated by Hae’s (2011) discussion of urban nightlife in the gentrifying 
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neighbourhoods of New York City, underlying this contradictory process of 
simultaneously promoting and regulating the nighttime economy is the valorisation of 
certain nightlife cultures that displace alternative sub-cultures and, ultimately, narrow 
the scope of nightlife offerings.  
 
For Thomas and Bromley (2000), it is the “spatial segregation and functional 
fragmentation” of urban spaces in the modernist city that contribute to the generation 
of fear and anxiety at night, as “these features have resulted in the proliferation of 
lonely walkways and ‘dead spaces’ within the fabric of the city centre” (p. 1406). 
Moreover, the problematic of public safety at night is compounded by temporal 
fragmentation where uneven concentrations of activities have resulted in the 
emptying out of certain urban spaces at different time intervals. The authors, 
therefore, argue for “a wider range of early-evening and late-night activities to reduce 
the existing temporal activity gaps and to extend the appeal of the city centre across a 
wider social spectrum” (p. 1426). 
 
Similarly, Tiesdell and Slater (2006) posit that “activity spacing” strategies 
(concentration/clustering and deconcentration/dispersal of landuses through zoning) 
and “activity timing” strategies (opening/closing hours of business operations through 
licensing) could be better coordinated to enhance urban vitality and inclusivity at 
night. Moreover, the authors argue that the management of space and time in the 
nighttime economy also needs to acknowledge the social culture of a ‘night out’ 
across various contexts and recognise that regulations can significantly reconfigure 
social norms and practices. Therefore, a more holistic approach is required that 
combines regulatory and physical strategies with sociocultural measures. 
 
Lastly, Bianchini (1995) suggests that “[t]here are important opportunities also in 
terms of experimenting with new planning regimes, traffic flows, public transport 
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provisions, and opening hours and urban timetables more generally” (p. 124) which 
mean that “town planning and urban policies ought to be more like the culture itself 
of the city: more flexible, open-ended, holistic, pluralistic, innovation-oriented and, at 
the risk of appearing elitist, perhaps more cultured as well” (p. 125).  
 
In these readings, the authors call for a more nuanced and flexible approach to the 
regulation and management of the nighttime economy. Interestingly, their arguments 
take us once again to the first theme on neoliberalism and urban renaissance. It seems 
that research on the nighttime economy is conflicted with paradoxical revelations. On 
the one hand, a post-Fordist planning regime is criticised for its liberal approach to 
urban nightlife which tends to favour economic growth over social equity yet, on the 
other hand, greater planning flexibility is called upon to increase the mix of uses in 
urban centres and broaden the scope of the nighttime economy such that cities can be 
more vibrant and inclusive at night. This enigma is an indication that our primary 
understanding of the material ‘happenings’ of the city at night remains limited.           
 
1.3 New Avenues of Query 
As cities in a global era continue to leverage on their nighttime economies to 
stimulate growth, there will also be corresponding academic interest in the study of 
this phenomenon. However, if the current body of knowledge on the nighttime 
economy is to become ever more intellectually robust and varied with theoretical 
possibilities, it must move beyond a single perspective (conceptual and 
methodological) and explore new frontiers that are emerging in the urban contexts of 
underrepresented geographic locations. In this regard, I shall discuss three research 
gaps in the existing scholarship through which a new frame of reference for the study 
of the nighttime economy can be explored and investigated to illustrate the 
multiplicity of urban public life in the city at night. 
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First, the nighttime economy has been researched extensively through Western lens 
and with the employment of Euro-American case studies; while investigations that 
espouse an Asian geography and perspective remain largely underrepresented (Chew, 
2009). London, New York, and Paris, for example, are traditionally cited for their 
vibrant urban nightlife. Increasingly, however, more and more cities in Asia are 
promoting their nighttime economies to international audiences. From the hedonistic 
‘party central’ district of Wanchai in Hong Kong to the upmarket lifestyle quarter of 
Xintiandi in Shanghai and the ‘yuppified’ entertainment precinct of Changkat Bukit 
Bintang in Kuala Lumpur, the nighttime economy in contemporary Asian cities is 
playing a significant role in the transformation of urban landscapes and urban 
cultures. The state of nighttime economy research originating from Asia is not only 
limited but also represented by such a varied range of studies which creates 
exigencies for a cohesive theoretical positioning; some of these studies include: 
nightlife development zones along the Singapore River (Heng and Chan, 2000); 
tourism and night markets in Taiwan (Hsieh and Chang, 2006); street vendors and the 
transformation of urban space at night in Jakarta (Yatmo, 2009); bar streets in 
Guangzhou (Zeng, 2009); and “ethnosexual contact zones” in the “globalised 
nightlife spaces” of Shanghai (Farrer, 2011).  
 
Second, as the 24-hour city movement gains momentum, there is not only a need to 
better understand the economic output (gross domestic product) of the nighttime 
economy but, equally importantly, also the social facets of this phenomenon. As it is, 
current scholarship on the nighttime economy tends to homogenise the realm of urban 
nightlife by focusing predominantly on the bar-pub-club scene, perhaps because these 
establishments represent a powerful conglomerate that has monopolised a large share 
of the nighttime leisure market in global cities. However, not all forms of urban 
nightlife activities involve aspects of monetary expenditure and capital accumulation. 
The night, as Bianchini (1995) highlights:  
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…is a time which is free for ones (sic) own personal development. It is the time of 
friendship, of love, of conversation. It is freer than the daytime from social 
constraints, conventions and persecutions. All these are important social strengths of 
the night-time” (p. 124). 
 
The convivial encounters that unfold in the public spaces of the city at night, and their 
spatial forms and arrangements, can reveal significant insights into the hidden 
creative possibilities of the nightscape—that is, the potential of the public realm to 
create opportunities for economic vibrancy and social inclusivity. In other words, by 
emphasising the mundane episodes of nighttime leisure alongside the spectacular 
aspects of urban nightlife, policy-makers, and regulators can better formulate 
strategies for a more diverse and sustainable city at night.    
 
Third, missing from the nighttime economy literature are the lived practices of 
nighttime denizens whose experiences can only be unveiled if one adopts a street-
level perspective. More often than not, however, the nighttime city is often reduced to 
familiar narratives centred on the themes of alcohol, crime, and violence. As Amin 
and Thrift (2002) describe:   
Most readings focus on daytime rhythms, while studies of the city at night only too 
often focus on the unexpected and dark happenings. As darkness falls, the city 
becomes unidimensional, a place of pleasure and vice, or a place of terror masked in 
muffled noises and illicit activity (p. 17).  
 
In stark contrast to this postmodern spectacle of contemporary nightlife are the 
mundane nighttime activities that pervade the everyday spaces of ordinary people. 
Here, we are confronted with a tapestry of a different material culture—one that has 
evaded the lacklustre and homogeneous pattern of urban bars, pubs, and clubs. 
Therefore, in order to provide alternative insights into the variegated urban 
experiences of the nighttime economy and potentially open the topic out to new 
avenues of debate, there needs to be closer investigations into the micro-geographies 




1.4 Scope of Research 
In order to resolve the knowledge gaps that have been identified, this study argues for 
greater research attention into the peculiarity of everyday (night)life given the fragile 
state of quotidian places in the face of postmodern urban processes such as 
polarisation, fragmentation, and thematisation. It is pertinent that we reflect upon the 
significance of informal urban nightscapes in the everyday lives of urban dwellers 
and their spatiotemporal implications for contemporary cities in a global era. Drawing 
on Singapore’s urban experience as a postindustrial city in a globalising Asia, this 
study asks: How is the nighttime economy in quotidian neighbourhoods produced and 
consumed, and how can everyday (night)life contribute to the making of a more 
inclusive city at night? 
 
The thesis underlying the research question therefore asserts that: (1) the nighttime 
economy of quotidian neighbourhoods is produced and consumed through informal 
modes of spatiotemporal practices which manifest in the form of everyday (night)life; 
and (2) everyday (night)life can contribute to the making of a more inclusive 
nighttime city at-large by helping to foster social sustainability in the forms of 
accessibility, tolerance, diversity, and participation. This study further advances the 
thesis by contending that informal modes of everyday (night)life are not only thriving 
but also coexisting alongside the formal nighttime economy of a globalising Asian 
city like Singapore. Adopting a deductive research approach, this study aims to 
support and reinforce the thesis with empirical data from three distinct quotidian 
neighbourhoods that illuminate how everyday (night)life has not only found an 
informal niche within the formal spatial, temporal, and political realms of Singapore 




To be clearer, it is not within the scope of this study to develop plan-based models or 
design-based schemes for the production of urban nightlife spaces, nor is the intent of 
this study to formulate policies or best practices for promoting an urban nighttime 
economy. Instead, the objective of this study is to establish a much needed a 
posteriori knowledge of contemporary urbanity after dark through rich empirical 
research that investigates the spatiotemporal dimensions of everyday (night)life and 
implications of an informal urban nighttime economy against the backdrop of an 
Asian global city like Singapore. To this end, it is hoped that such an understanding 
of the nighttime urban environment could help to better inform policy-makers, 
planners, architects, community groups, and all concerned with the making of 
liveable cities in an era of rapid urban transformation. 
 
1.5 Overview of Chapters 
The ensuing five chapters are a continuation of our conversation on the urban 
nighttime economy with perspectives from Singapore. More specifically, these 
chapters aim to provide detailed descriptions of my encounters with the everyday 
(night)life in three quotidian neighbourhoods together with theoretical explanations of 
these encounters and analytical discussions of the spatiotemporal dimensions of 
everyday (night)life and implications of an informal urban nighttime economy in a 
global city.  
 
Chapter 2 will paint a succinct yet descriptive background of the Singapore context. 
By discussing the historical, social, and planning processes that have contributed to 
the changing forms of nightlife practices and spaces, we can better understand the 
forces involved in the production and consumption of the nighttime economy in 




Chapter 3 will explain the research design, in terms of the theoretical and 
methodological frameworks, of this study. Here, the concepts of everyday life, urban 
informality, and social sustainability will be explored conjointly to demonstrate their 
interrelationships, applications, and relevance in better understanding the nighttime 
economy of a global city in Asia. This chapter will also describe the study’s 
methodological experimentation with the trialectics of flânerie-photography-
narration, as well as provide an overview of the three quotidian neighbourhoods 
comprising the case study sites for investigation—that is, Lembu Square, Toa Payoh 
Central, and Holland Village. 
 
Chapter 4 will discuss the empirical findings of the fieldwork in Lembu Square, Toa 
Payoh Central, and Holland Village. Each section of this chapter will be devoted to 
the detailed description (‘vignette’) of one quotidian neighbourhood which will 
include coverage on the site context, field observations, and key discoveries through a 
cohesive montage of texts, images, and narratives.  
 
Chapter 5 will analyse the implications of this study in three sections. The first 
section is a synthesis of the significant findings from the fieldwork as it relates to the 
four facets of social sustainability—that is, accessibility, tolerance, diversity, and 
participation—in the city at night. This section will be followed by a discussion on 
the potential tensions and conflicts to social sustainability in a globalising city. The 
final section in this chapter will explore how potential tensions and conflicts to social 
sustainability could be addressed through the ‘niche’ concept (borrowed from the bio-
ecology disciplines) to effectively plan for an inclusive city at night.  
 
Lastly, Chapter 6 will summarise the central arguments of this study with particular 
focus on their significance and contribution in expanding the frontier of knowledge 
on the urban nighttime economy and global city. In addition, this chapter will suggest 
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possible directions for future research to account for the limitations encountered 
during the course of this study. Finally, this chapter concludes with thoughts on the 












2.1 Singapore and Urbanity after Dark 
Situated one degree north of the Equator, Singapore’s perennially-tropical climate is 
characterised by warm daytime (~30°C) and cool nighttime (~25°C) temperatures. 
With the temperature dropping to a relatively more comfortable level towards the 
night, Singapore transforms after dark into a ‘playscape’ for recreation, leisure, and 
entertainment. The nighttime city therefore is a significant space-time backdrop for 
the production and consumption of everyday (night)life; and, in Singapore, this 
phenomenon is as real today for contemporary urban dwellers of the 21
st
 century as it 
was for the early settlers of the 20
th
 century.  
 
This chapter will begin with a brief historical overview of the urban nightscapes at 
the time of Singapore’s colonial era in the first half of the 20th century. During this 
period, nighttime leisure was produced by an informal economy that revolved around 
the notions of culture, tradition, and kinship which afforded coolies and migrant 
labourers toiling in plantations, ports, and construction sites during the day the 
opportunity to indulge in socialisation and revelry at night. After independence in 
1965, Singapore’s development trajectory accelerated under a pragmatic planning 
paradigm, thereby transforming the city-state from a mercantile entrepôt to a 
competitive 21
st
 century global city. At the same time, a remarkable shift from an 
informal to formal production of the nighttime economy was in progress. Here, we 
will take a critical examination of the commodification of urban nightlife in 




2.1.1 A Brief History 
During the first half of the 20
th
 century, Singapore’s early settlers and immigrant 
workers regularly engaged in nightly pursuits that included: consuming ‘street food’ 
from mobile vendors; gambling in teahouses and smoking dens; attending evening 
wayang performances; and listening to storytellers under the moonlight. These 
nighttime activities represented a colloquial way-of-life shared by a largely foreign 
population living in a young British colony during an era of mass diaspora. In other 
words, nighttime leisure was a mechanism through which the new immigrant society 
could maintain its “linkage with the traditions of places of departure for reasons of 
nostalgia, identity maintenance, cultural nurturance or sheer recreation when life was 
hard and opportunities were scarce” (Yung and Chan, 2003, p. 154). 
 
One particular form of Singapore’s early informal nighttime economy that served as 
an essential facet of everyday (night)life revolved around the kopitiam. The early 
kopitiam prototype of colonial Singapore began as a mobile trade consisting of 
pushcarts operated by individuals that would ‘set-up shop’ in settlements where 
villagers lived and coolies worked. These kopitiams not only served inexpensive and 
culturally familiar food and beverages, but also functioned as informal gathering 
places where conversations could be exchanged and current events communicated. As 
Lai (2010) posits, the kopitiam “was the institution of local community and everyday 
public life” and, simultaneously, “a link to the outside and larger world beyond their 
immediate everyday lives and communities, through the news, views and cultures it 
offered and presented” (p. 7).  
 
The Chinese street opera, or wayang, also had significant cultural underpinnings as a 
site of “rural, simple, and rustic local tradition” (Lee, 2009, p. 11). Temporarily 
occupying and appropriating the banks of the Singapore River and public streets of 
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the town centre, wayangs of various genres were performed by Chinese opera troupes 
from different dialect groups on makeshift wooden-planked stages elevated above the 
ground by timber poles. Often coinciding with festive celebrations (Chinese New 
Year) and religious occasions (Hungry Ghost festival), the wayangs would stretch for 
several days or weeks, thereby contributing to the vibrancy of streetlife at night. 
“Whenever and wherever street operas were performed, the site of the temporary 
stage became the focal point at which people met and gathered” (Yung and Chan, 
2003, p. 159).  
 
Another popular form of informal street entertainment was storytelling. However, 
unlike the elaborate stages and costumes associated with the wayangs, a storyteller 
often worked alone with simple props consisting of a portable table and candle-lit 
lamp. A storyteller’s shift typically started as early as 6:00pm and ended as late as 
10:00pm. Each session ran for approximately 20 minutes and thereafter a fee would 
be collected from the audience gathered closely around the storyteller and sitting on 
straw mats, wooden planks, or steps. If the storyteller was charismatic and the tale 
captivating, then the same audience was likely to return night after night with an 
eagerness to follow the episodes of a dramatic saga from beginning to end. As such, it 
was probable that social bonds and place identity were forged over time through this 
informal nighttime activity (Ibid).   
 
One could argue that nighttime leisure in the forms of the traditional kopitiam, 
wayang, and storyteller was a reflection of culture, tradition, and kinship—it had 
“little to do with consumption, industry and capitalism, at least at the very beginning” 
(Ibid, pp. 153-154). The transformation of Singapore’s nightlife from an informal 
street economy to a capitalistic entertainment industry and the rising popularity of 
indoor leisure centres over outdoor venues were marked by the upsurge of 
amusement parks such the New World, Great World, and Gay (Happy) World in the 
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1920s and 1930s. These ‘Worlds’ not only shrouded the urban nightscape in a 
carnivalesque atmosphere but also introduced a young and relatively remote colony to 
modern popular culture through various forms of ‘Western’ entertainment: movies; 
cabarets; band music; dance; magic shows; and games. As Yung and Chan (2003) 
describe: 
…the entertainments in these new amusement centres tended to be centralised, 
westernised, commercialised and multi-ethnic. A diversified, multicultural variety of 
entertainments was concentrated in these ‘Worlds,’ where amusements were produced 
and consumed as commodities. It was a place designed for recreational consumption, 
arguably a first in Singapore (p. 164). 
 
By the 1960s, however, the novelty of the ‘Worlds’ was replaced by the increasing 
popularity and affordability of radios and televisions which streamed news and 
entertainment directly into the homes of families. At the same time, the allure of 
amusement parks also declined as the development and proliferation of shopping 
centres, restaurants, night clubs, and theatres diversified the nighttime economy, thus 
expanding leisure options for the consumer (Rudolph, 1996). This decentralisation of 
entertainment commodities into compartmentalised ‘zones’ meant that leisure space 
could be segregated and, therefore, socially divided. By contrast, nighttime leisure in 
the past was predominantly street-based and celebrated as a collective such that 
“[p]art of the entertainment, of the pleasure, was seeing other people and interacting 
with them” (Yung and Chan, 2003, p. 178). Such informal modes of sociality and the 
quotidian settings in which they occurred were central to the production and 
consumption of everyday (night)life which, in turn, contributed to the sense of 
community shared amongst Singapore’s early immigrant society.    
 
Today, nighttime leisure can be an impersonal affair which is passively consumed by 
“maintaining a detached, distanced, and perhaps atomized and alienated relationship 
with all” within the private consumption spaces of corporate entities (Ibid, p. 179). 
Here, the individual is both liberated and suppressed—liberated by choices but 
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suppressed by ‘rules’ of engagement enforced through corporate surveillance. The 
corporatisation of leisure and the privatisation of public space can also lead to the 
demise of urban informality as demonstrated by the commercialisation of the 
kopitiam in shopping centres across Singapore. Paradoxically, the standardised 
interior furnishings and costumed staff that epitomise the modus operandi of these 
modern day kopitiams are attempts to replicate the coffeeshop thematics and 
traditions of yesteryear (Lai, 2010). Such marketing strategies to promote a nostalgic 
era and reconstruct informality illustrate the contemporisation and commodification 
of heritage for leisure consumption in an era of globalisation and capital 
accumulation.  
 
Similarly, there is also greater formalisation of public life and public spaces in 
contemporary Singapore which is exercised through government control and 
regulation. Housing serves as a compelling example of Singapore’s socioeconomic 
transformation and transition from informal to formal ways of life. The HDB was 
established in 1960 to address issues of overcrowding and insanitation. Residents 
were relocated from traditional settlements to modern high-rise apartments in 
‘estates’ planned and designed by the HDB. Vernacular customs and informal means 
of livelihood—ancestral worshipping, funeral rites, marriage ceremonies, sustenance 
farming, and home-based businesses—were eliminated or restricted to regulated 
spaces and times within the new public housing estates. Today, HDB estates are 
allocated common areas in which events such as weddings and funerals are permitted 
with approvals from the relevant government agencies. In addition, commercial space 
is made available in most HDB estates for the establishment of businesses such as 
eateries, convenience shops, and medical clinics. These examples convey the extent 
to which space and time within the domestic realm of public housing estates are 
managed and controlled by the city-state in contemporary Singapore. Moreover, with 
22 
 
more than 80 per cent of the resident population living in HDB estates, the formalities 
of HDB-living have become less a constraint and more an accepted way-of-life. 
 
2.1.2 Globalisation and Urban Aspirations 
As illustrated in the previous section, urbanity in Singapore after dark has 
transformed remarkably through the contemporisation, commodification, and control 
of leisure—a result of the city-state’s progressive development trajectory over the 
past 50 years from “third world to first” (Lee, 2000). Moreover, given the competitive 
climate of the 21
st
 century global marketplace, the government’s strategy to stimulate 
economic growth through city-branding and place-marketing initiatives have 
produced spectacular spaces of consumption. This approach is explicitly 
demonstrated in recent initiatives that include the: Marina Bay waterfront district; 
Orchard Road shopping boulevard; Singapore River business association; Formula 
One night race; and CBD night lighting master plan. In this section, we will explore 
the intersections between urban aspirations, place-marketing, and liveability against 
the space-time backdrop of Singapore at night in order to better understand the 
processes shaping contemporary Asian cities in an era of globalisation. 
 
First, the city is both a social and economic product of residents, visitors, 
entrepreneurs, planners, architects, and developers—all of whom have particular 
ideals for the making of a city. These ambitions should not be underestimated for they 
are the motivating forces that shape and form the built environment. The outcomes of 
such urban aspirations are evident in, for example, Phnom Penh (Camko City), Seoul 
(Songdo International Business District), and Tianjin (Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-
city) where grandiose utopian visions ultimately become reality. Bunnell and Goh 
(2012) discuss the significance of urban aspirations in the city-making process, 
particularly in the context of a globalising Asia, and argue that “[a] focus on 
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aspirations thus enables us to get at the human driving force of urban change, both 
radical and mundane” (p. 1). Recognising the multiplicity of stakeholders that 
comprise a modern city, the authors also call for the need to critically appraise the 
“uneven terrain of aspirations” (Ibid, p. 2).  
 
Second, visual images and emotional experiences are powerful means of reinforcing 
urban aspirations. Urban governments, for example, employ riveting visuals of their 
cities to capture the gaze and rouse the imagination of investors, developers, and 
visitors. At the same time, urban experiences are commodified and packaged for 
purchase and consumption as a means to ‘sell’ the attractions of a city (Mikunda, 
2004; Sundbo and Darmer, 2008). As Chang and Huang (2008) explain, these place-
marketing strategies are forged from “state-led visions” that operate on a “global 
scale” to create “worldly landscapes comparable to other cities” (p. 228). Therefore, 
by branding and promoting the city as a captivating theme that urban dwellers can 
revere through emotionally-charged experiences, urban governments are reinforcing 
(and legitimising) their dominant aspirations unto a, knowing or unknowing, public. 
   
Third, what can we ascertain about liveability at-large from the aspirations and place-
marketing efforts of urban governments? What kind of liveability is created, and for 
whom? In Singapore, the nighttime is a temporal realm for the manifestation of 
diverse aspirations that include: migrant workers strengthening their kinship through 
social leisure and recreation; shift workers and entrepreneurs earning a living in the 
nighttime economy; and middle-class families exercising their consumer power with 
a night out in the town. As Ho and Douglass (2008) argue, “the interaction of people 
with the built environment through place-making is fundamental to the conviviality, 
and thus the liveability, of any city” (p. 200). Public spaces, for example, have the 
propensity to come alive during the leisure hours of the night. When galvanised by 
residents and visitors alike, these urban spaces can provide the milieu to help: 
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stimulate local economies; enhance civic engagement; and improve the overall 
quality of life in communities. On the other hand, state-led urban strategies for the 
nighttime economy depict a much broader- and longer-ranged vision that includes: 
attracting foreign direct investment; luring creative talents; increasing visitor arrivals 
and tourism receipts; and creating employment opportunities. From this perspective, 
the everyday aspirations of ordinary people appear disjointed from the state’s 
economic ambitions.        
 
2.1.3 Marina Bay: Production and Consumption of an Urban Nightscape 
The Marina Bay precinct (Figure 1), a waterfront destination for entertainment and 
finance, serves as an explicit example of Singapore’s ambition to produce a “world 
class” urban landscape (Soh and Yuen, 2011). Here, an archetypal ‘global’ aesthetic 
resides with the iconic proportions of the Marina Bay Sands ‘Integrated Resort’ 
development setting a precedent (Figure 2). Marina Bay Sands together with the 
hyper-concentration of business, shopping, dining, and leisure amenities at this 
waterfront site have created a sensational backdrop for high-profile events, namely 
the: inaugural 2010 Youth Olympic Games ceremonies; Formula One night race; 
New Year’s Eve countdown; and National Day Parade celebrations. These events are 
televised not only in Singapore but also broadcast beyond the shores of the city-state, 
thereby expanding the reach of the government’s place-marketing efforts to promote 
Singapore as a world class city.  
 
Moreover, these events, which are staged in the hours of darkness, exploit the 
nighttime’s “aura of fantasy” (Jakle, 2001, p. 178) by casting the city in a spectacle of 
lights and sounds that serve as an exuberant exhibition of nationalism, 




















































































































Figure 2 Marina Bay Sands waterfront promenade (above) and hotel/convention facilities (below). 








not only in effectively illuminating urban environments after dark—thus liberating 
people from their homes, shifting public life to the streets, and allowing cities to 
function around the clock as 24-hour destinations—but also “creating in the process 
new kinds of public places” (Ibid, p. 19). In this sense, night lighting facilitates the 
production of ‘place’ as well as the construction of ‘image’ to create a union between 
a city’s ‘hardware’ and ‘software’. Take, for example, the inclusion of night-lighting 
in the practice of urban design as demonstrated by the URA:  
Good lighting of buildings and public spaces can develop a signature image for the 
city, create a beautiful nightscape and enliven the visitor’s experience. The signature 
of a vibrant global city calls for an alluring nightscape that is evocative and leaves a 
lasting impression (URA, 2006). 
 
To enhance the city’s ambience at night and showcase Singapore’s contemporary 
skyline, or ‘gateway’, a Night Lighting Master Plan was developed by the URA “to 
help realise the vision for a congruous, harmonious and well-coordinated signature 
nightscape” (URA, 2009). The URA purports that an enticing nighttime city would 
encourage people “to make the night their playground” and this, in turn, would “raise 
the hip quotient of Singapore by night” (URA, 2008).  
 
In 2010, the year of the Marina Bay Sands ‘Integrated Resort’ opening, there were 
11.6 million international visitors to Singapore resulting in tourism receipts of 
SGD$18.8 billion of which 21% was spent on “sightseeing and entertainment”, 
defined as “entrance fees to attractions and nightspots, and expenditures on day tours, 
leisure events and entertainment at the Integrated Resorts” (STB, 2011, p. 5). By 
comparison, there were 10.1 million international visitor arrivals in 2008 resulting in 
tourism receipts of SGD$15.2 billion of which 2% was spent on sightseeing and 
entertainment (STB, 2009). Unquestionably, Marina Bay is today featured 
prominently on the itineraries of most international visitors but, questionably, how 
many local residents are able, let alone feel a similar desire, to participate in the 
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production of this ‘brandscape’. In their comparative study on waterfront 
developments in postindustrial Asian cities, Hee et al. (2009) assert that:  
Marina Bay now pursues global aspirations which, to an increasing extent, exhibit a 
disjunction with local engagements. The services and attractions are becoming too 
expensive for most locals, and are now beyond the circuit of the majority of the 
middle class (p.86). 
 
 
This fissure between the state-led production and public consumption of the nighttime 
economy in the leisure spaces of the city raises critical questions about inclusivity and 
social equity. It prompts us to ask questions like those drawn from the work of 
Loukaitou-Sideris and Ehrenfeucht (2009) on public space: “Whose interests are 
served? Whose rights are protected? Who is being planned for, and who is being 
excluded?” (p. 266). Moreover, it highlights the predicament that, as Singapore 
further engages in the processes of globalisation and aspires to attain world city 
primacy, we may expect greater annihilation of urban heterogeneity and multiplicity. 
For instance, within the past five years, a slew of new shopping centres (ION, 
Orchard Central, 313@Somerset, Bugis+), entertainment zones (Collyer Quay, 
Singapore Flyer, Singapore Formula One Pit), and ‘Integrated Resort’ developments 
(Marina Bay Sands, Resorts World Sentosa) have staked their claims in the heart of 
Singapore’s urban landscape thereby eroding and permeating the public sphere with 
private spaces in which leisure and recreation is contemporised, commodified, and 
controlled. Moreover, in a recent government-led lifestyle survey, “diverse night-time 
offerings” was the top-ranking quality of life indicator that Singaporeans wish to see 
extended (URA, 2010, p. 9). As the nighttime economy in Singapore continues to 
develop into a fantastical arrangement of sights and sounds, will there be any 
evidence left of public spaces where the ordinary person can partake in informal 




In contrast to the tourism-driven goals of place-marketing is the broader notion of 
place-making through the everyday practice and habitus of ordinary urban dwellers. 
This research therefore contests the notion that globalisation annihilates informal 
public spaces and habitual practices by illustrating how urban informality can coexist 
and thrive alongside a robust financial economy in a global city like Singapore by 
demonstrating that quotidian environments and their implicit informal nuances can 
persist albeit in specific places and at specific times, that is, the everyday (night)life. 
It is here that we can still find ordinary places ‘made’ extraordinary by everyday 














3.1 Theoretical Framework  
Contemporary urban nightlife is beleaguered by three discords: one between the day 
and night dimensions, another between the formal and informal sectors, and the third 
between economic growth and social sustainability. First, the global city is a formal 
construct whose operations and functions are often divided along two separate 
temporal dimensions: the daytime economy and the nighttime economy. Such a 
division creates a dichotomous relationship between the realms of day and night 
when, in effect, time is a seamless continuity of everyday life. This research 
reconciles the day and night binary opposition by demonstrating that the habitual 
nighttime activities of everyday (night)life play a significant role as temporal 
extensions of our daily lives (Box 1, Figure 3), thus giving alternative meanings to 
the public spaces that are occupied at night. Second, everyday (night)life is produced 
and consumed through informal modes of temporal, spatial, and social practices 
which are not only thriving but also coexisting and persisting within the formal 
organisation of a global city at night (Box 2, Figure 3). Lastly, the informal urban 
modalities of everyday (night)life which this research finds in quotidian 
neighbourhoods will lead to the identification of the qualities that contribute to social 
sustainability at night, thus illustrating that economic growth and social sustainability 
need not be dialectically opposed (Box 3, Figure 3).  
 
As we shall see, the binaries of day-night, formal-informal, and growth-sustainability 
are not dichotomous and mutually exclusive but, rather, concomitant and mutually 




Figure 3 Diagram of the research theoretical framework which illustrates the relational connection 
between the concepts of 'everyday life', 'urban informality', and 'social sustainability'. Image by Author. 
 
concepts of everyday life, urban informality, and social sustainability that comprise 
the three-part theoretical framework and discuss the applications of each concept in 
advancing the frontier of urban studies and planning knowledge on the understanding 
of space and time.  
 
3.1.1 Everyday Life 
Everyday life is at once theory and practice. The repetitious activities and habitual 
impulses that define our daily lives in the city can be observed, interpreted, and 
abstracted to form theoretical understandings about urban life and the urban 
environment. Paradoxically, this understanding of how everyday life manifests in the 
city is often secondary to the planning and design of urban spaces. In his discussion 
on power and representation in the spaces of everyday life, Friedmann (2002) 
rightfully asks: “Why doesn’t the city of everyday life ever become part of the 
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‘official story’?” (p. 94). The inattention towards everyday life by policy-makers, 
planners, architects, and other devisors of the ‘official story’ stems, perhaps, from the 
assumption that habitual activities are so much a part of our psyches, and therefore 
become a priori knowledge. Moreover, there is also a tendency to believe that the 
mediocrity of our lived experiences is too trivial to be of any consequence to larger 
urban processes. However, as this study will demonstrate, theorising the mundane 
ways of life of ordinary people can help to unearth the hidden meanings beneath the 
taken-for-granted rituals of the urban experience and thus provide policy-makers, 
planners, and architects with a fresh perspective from which to imagine anew the 
built environment. In this sense, the planning and design implications of everyday life 
are threefold.   
 
First, everyday life is entrenched with creative possibilities. Such a statement may 
sound counterintuitive given the repetitive (and sometimes oppressive) nature of 
everyday life; however, in the practice of everyday life, there is also the potential of 
human agency which can embolden urban dwellers to search for something new in 
their day-to-day activities. As Highmore (2011) explains: 
Aesthetics, once it has cut its ties with the automatic privileging of ‘beauty’, might be 
able to find new forms of beauty in what had previously been passed off as dowdy 
and dull, ugly and uninteresting, routine and irregular. It might involve learning to 
appreciate new forms of beauty that could be more sustainable, more precarious and 
more world-enlarging. Ordinary life maintains habitual values, but it is also where the 
body learns to like new things (new smells, new tastes, new sounds) (p. xiii). 
 
De Certeau (1984), for example, points to “pedestrian speech acts” as an 
empowerment tool through which an ordinary person can appropriate the 
“disciplinary spaces” of a modern city (p. 96-97). Taking a divergent route to the 
workplace as opposed to following a prescribed path on the topographical plain of the 
city, for example, is a demonstration of the power-imbued poetics of the pedestrian. 
Moreover, the different sights and sounds encountered on this alternative route to the 
workplace punctuate the humdrum of an otherwise mundane routine with newness, 
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illumination, and spectacle. The relative ease with which everyday life can be 
ruptured by informal instants of spontaneity, ludicity, and flexibility exposes the 
plural meanings and orders of the urban experience as well as urban space.      
 
Second, everyday life is a microcosm of the sociospatial world at-large. Habitual 
routines such as commuting to work, shopping, eating, walking the dog, and so on 
may at first glance appear banal and insignificant. However, a closer examination of 
these commonplace activities—how they are formed, arranged, and practiced—can 
reveal the capacity of everyday life to shape and be shaped by physical space. As “the 
site of multiple social and economic transactions, where multiple experiences 
accumulate in a single location” (Crawford, 1999, p. 11), everyday space is a 
dynamic and multifaceted public domain. Within this public domain is a complex 
layering of multiple micro-geographies that are each executed as singular individual 
acts but come together as one contiguous performance. Acknowledging everyday life 
as a common shared phenomenon can help urban planners and designers better 
understand the critical relationships between public space, place-making, and 
community. 
 
Lastly, everyday life is as much a temporal experience as it is a spatial one. As 
Lefebvre (1991) argues, the aspects of work and leisure that constitute our public and 
private lives form a temporal ‘totality’ and ‘unity’ which cannot be so easily 
separated from one another (p. 29-42). The routines that constitute our daily lives—
commuting between home and work, eating meals, meeting with family and friends, 
shopping, et cetera—are patterned around the repetitious cycles of the clock, 
calendar, and season. In this way, time is a ubiquitous and readily available resource 
for everyone; it is the when’s, where’s, and how’s of an individual’s expenditure and 
allocation of time that make the variegated concept of everyday life such a robust 
subject for study. As Crawford (1999) asserts, “[b]y recognising and building on 
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these understandings of time, we can explore new and barely acknowledged realms of 
urban experience” (p. 13).  
 
In this study, the everyday life and the nighttime economy converge in a single term 
which I refer to as ‘everyday (night)life’. Everyday (night)life is a spatiotemporal 
milieu where habitual routines and repetitious patterns of socioeconomic activities are 
performed on a recurring basis at night. For regular participants of everyday 
(night)life, the urban nightscape is an all-too-familiar realm. When we become 
habituated to the mundane nature of ordinary work and leisure, we no longer pay very 
much attention to our activities in space and time as they become taken-for-granted. 
Therefore, to deconstruct the taken-for-granted rituals of everyday (night)life is to 
reveal the creative possibilities of the city at night and create a new discourse on the 
nighttime economy and urban studies at-large.  
 
3.1.2 Urban Informality  
Urban informality is gaining greater scholarly attention because it offers an 
indispensable alternative understanding of urban life and urban conditions within 
familiar geographies of ‘home’ and new geographies of ‘elsewhere’ (see Chase et al., 
1999; Roy and AlSayyad, 2004; Hou, 2010; and Elsheshtawy, 2011). The multiplicity 
of informal practices that one can encounter in today’s most advanced capitalist urban 
economies—from the peddling of goods by street vendors in Los Angeles (Millar, 
1999) to the weekly occupation of the financial district by foreign domestic workers 
in Hong Kong (Law, 2002)—makes urban informality an increasingly relevant issue 
of our time.  
 
Nevertheless, urban informality is often, accurately or inaccurately, bound by 
descriptors such as ‘poverty’, ‘illegality’, and ‘marginality’ and associated with the 
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informal sector of developing cities in the Third World. It is also commonly 
understood that, as societies advance technologically and their economies expand 
globally, the informal sector will be relinquished as formal processes take over. 
However, Portes et al. (1989), Laguerre (1994), Sassen (1994, 2001), and Hall and 
Pfeiffer (2000) challenge the dominant narrative of the informal sector as merely a 
survival mechanism and Third World phenomenon. These authors posit that 
informality does not phase out completely in the face of rising formality but, rather, 
continues to exist and will exert itself as a counter response to the increasing 
pressures of globalisation. 
 
According to Sassen (1994), advanced urban market economies have incited the 
insurgence of the informal sector in three ways. First, wide income disparities 
between high-income and low-income earners have created separate demands for 
goods and services thus providing a market for the informal sector. Second, market 
domination by large corporations has created inequitable access to capital and real 
estate thus spurring an informal network that can be tapped on by smaller enterprises. 
Third, uneven spatial distribution of financial activities and resources, with 
employment and capital accumulation concentrated in the CBD, have impelled the 
growth of an informal sector outside the city centre in neighbourhoods where there 
are lower barriers to entry. Therefore, contrary to traditional theories of economic 
development, it is possible to witness the coexistence of the informal and formal 
sectors as opposed to the absolute demise of informal processes in today’s global 
cities. Hall and Pfeiffer (2000) describe this phenomenon as the “dual economy”: 
The informal sector even flourishes in many advanced economies, in two distinct 
divisions: one an internal one, where distinct groups (like immigrant communities) 
produce goods and services for each other; the other catering for the formal sector, 
through such practices as subcontracting, work in sweatshops, homework and low-
wage services to high-income private households. From London to Los Angeles, it is 
possible to observe this kind of dual economy, that formerly was associated only with 
the cities of the developing world (p. 76). 
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This revelation not only exposes the remarkable flexibility and resilience of the 
informal sector in the face of rising formality but also alludes to the significance of 
urban informality as it pertains to contemporary cities confronted with the twin forces 
of globalisation and capital accumulation. The fast advancing cities of Asia are a case 
in point where we can observe two strongholds toward an aspiration for the global on 
the one hand and preservation for the local on the other (see Bunnell and Harris, 







respectively in the 2012 A.T. Kearney Global Cities Index with: Jakarta moving 
ahead of the Chinese cities Guangzhou, Shenzen, and Chongqing; Manila ousting 
Johannesburg; and Bangkok trailing one rank behind Copenhagen (Hales and Pena, 
2012). At the same time, these three Southeast Asian cities have maintained a 
significant level of urban informality that has persevered in spite of their global 
aspirations—what role does the informal sector play in these three cities? 
 
Tunas’ (2008) analysis of the informal street economy operating within a particular 
urban kampong in Jakarta reveals how entrepreneurs in the informal economy are 
“relying on the formal sector as their target market” by “offering low cost goods and 
services for the workers...in the surrounding CBDs” (p. 173). Similarly, Heng (2001) 
describes the informal commercial activities of a pedestrian street in the Chinatown 
district of Manila and asserts how this informal setting “is the home of a thriving 
community serving the daily needs of a larger populace living and working in the 
neighbourhood” (p. 197). In the third example, Polakit and Boontharm (2008) 
examine the persistence of mobile street vendors in a globalising Bangkok and 
illuminate the ability of the informal sector to adapt to new trends through 
“hybridity”, such as adopting “entrepreneurial franchise systems” (p. 197).  
 
These three studies highlight the significance of urban informality in the context of 
contemporary Asian cities in transition and point to the need for deeper investigations 
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into the concept of urban informality as a means to better understand its impact on the 
everyday life of urban dwellers and the everyday space of the global city. This study 
therefore expands on contemporary research in the concept of urban informality and 
utilises the everyday (night)life of a postindustrial Asian city like Singapore to 
examine the relationship between space and time.   
 
3.1.3 Social Sustainability 
In 2008, for the first time in human history, the world’s population of urban dwellers 
outnumbered that of rural settlers thus casting the world into a new urban epoch; and, 
by 2030, 93 per cent of this urban growth will occur in developing regions with 
Africa and Asia accounting for more than 80 per cent of that surge (UNFPA, 2007). It 
would be inapt, therefore, not to discuss the concept of sustainability in a time when 
cities are grappling with a slew of pressing social, economic, and environmental 
issues brought about by urbanisation. The notion of sustainable development, 
however, continues to be a topic of debate following its earliest conceptualisation in 
the 1987 Brundtland Report, entitled Our Common Future (WCED, 1987)  
 
The lack of consensus as to how sustainability should be defined has resulted in 
multiple interpretations of the concept within the built environment disciplines, such 
that various urban forms and approaches to development may, judiciously or 
injudiciously, be labelled ‘sustainable’ (Dempsey et al., 2011). Literature on 
sustainability from the planning and ecological perspectives, for example, has 
covered a broad range of topics ranging from high-density living to transit-oriented 
development and green urban infrastructure. In these discussions, sustainability is 
also linked to economic viability—that is, land value, rent, development costs, and 
land use efficiency. The propensity of policy-makers and urban planners to focus 
largely on the environmental and economic spheres of urban sustainability has 
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created a void within the social realm. Missing from the sustainability discourse is the 
relationship between human actors and the built environment. As argued by Jarvis et 
al. (2001), the “larger goal” of sustainability is:  
…that associated with the pursuit of a better quality of life for both current and future 
generations....Accordingly, we need to recover the human/social dimension of 
sustainability….It is urban quality of life which should be placed at the centre of the 
sustainability debate (p. 127).  
 
Social sustainability is a dynamic term that encompasses multiple meanings across 
different urban contexts (ranging from the inner-city to the suburb), geographic scales 
(ranging from the street to the municipality), and temporal moments (ranging from 
day to month and year) (Dempsey et al., 2011). Accordingly, this study frames the 
concept of social sustainability within the space-time context of everyday (night)life 
and employs fieldwork at the neighbourhood level to examine the urban qualities, and 
creative possibilities, of the public realm at night. Here, public spaces are viewed as a 
common resource with the potential to: stimulate local economies; support household 
livelihoods; enhance civic engagement; promote sense of place and identity; and 
improve the overall quality of life in communities. Therefore, as sites for social 
interaction, informal trade, civic practices, and political participation, public spaces 
have a history and tradition of being integral components of the urban fabric. 
However, in today’s modern cities, the nature of public space has shifted from being 
a collective aspect of urban social life to a fragmented arena for the pursuit 
individuality:        
As modern cities have grown larger, with heterogeneous populations spread across 
large areas, public spaces have multiplied and expanded, but have also become more 
impersonal, losing many of their layers of significance. In the city of strangers, the 
meaning of public space becomes less personal, more transient, and at best merely 
functional or symbolic (Madanipour, 2010, p. 5). 
 
The urban policy process of contemporising, commodifying, and controlling the 
nighttime economy has altered the course of public space provision through the 
increased privatisation and commercialisation of urban space for play and leisure. In 
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recent years, this trend has prompted academics to question if the city at night is as 
socially sustainable as it is promoted to be. 
 
Grazian (2009) argues that urban nightlife is creating social divisions and inequities 
along the lines of race, class, and gender with some urban neighbourhood 
communities further heightening the barriers to participation through a real or 
perceived sense of exclusivity. Following this point, Eldridge (2010) suggests that the 
emphasis on economic growth, as propounded by state and corporate producers of the 
nighttime economy, has ascended the importance of consumption over participation 
such that beyond the bar-pub-club scene there are very few opportunities for ordinary 
people to shape and manage their communities after dark. When residents and visitors 
are absent from this form of public engagement, the city is incapable of achieving the 
kind of social diversity and inclusivity that is expected from a nighttime economy 
model whose aim is to help drive an urban renaissance. 
 
With this in mind, how can quotidian neighbourhoods leverage on their everyday 
(night)life such that cities at-large can be economically and socially sustainable both 
during the day and night? This is perhaps one of the most urgent challenges that we 
face today in an increasingly urban and global world where: income gaps are 
widening; access to nighttime leisure is inequitable; barrier to entry for small 
enterprises is impenetrable; and the nightscapes of modern cities look more and more 
alike. The nighttime city is therefore an exemplary spatial and temporal terrain for the 
examination of these contemporary issues. 
 
3.2 Methodological Framework 
To be lifted to the summit of the World Trade Center is to be lifted out of the city’s 
grasp. One’s body is no longer clasped by the streets that turn and return it according 
to an anonymous law; nor is it possessed, whether as player or played, by the rumble 
40 
 
of so many differences and by the nervousness of New York traffic. When one goes 
up there, he leaves behind the mass that carries off and mixes up in itself any identity 
of authors or spectators. An Icarus flying above these waters, he can ignore the 
devices of Daedalus in mobile and endless labyrinths far below. His elevation 
transfigures him into a voyeur. It puts him at a distance (De Certeau, 1984, p. 92). 
 
Investigating the nighttime city from the perspective of an immersed participant-
observer is the antithesis of De Certeau’s (1984) voyeur gazing down on the 
indiscernible mass of the city from an ivory tower. By way of this ‘view from below’ 
perspective, we can “look at daily life, with its spontaneity, difference and disorder” 
and “add new dimensions to our understanding of urban space by acknowledging the 
different groups and life forms that can only develop in the city” (Madanipour, 1996, 
p. 73). In order to provide alternative insights into the variegated urban experiences of 
the nighttime economy and potentially open the topic out to new avenues of debate, a 
combination of complementary methods that can better reveal the micro-geographies 
of the city after dark is required. Adopting a three-fold qualitative approach that 
combines the research methods of flânerie, photography, and narration this study 
aims to conceptualise and contextualise the everyday (night)life from a view from 
below perspective thereby providing visual and textual acuity into the neglected 
spatialities and temporalities of everyday places at night.  
 
3.2.1 Flânerie 
Adopting a view from below perspective from the ground plane requires that the 
researcher traverse the streets of the city, encounter the lifeworlds of ordinary people, 
and partake in the performance of place. In other words, the researcher becomes a 
“walking methodologist” (Jenks, 1995, p. 153) and the “ultimate cognitive map” 
(Cuthbert, 2011, p. 149) through the practice of flânerie: 
Flânerie, the flâneur's activity, involves the observation of people and social types and 
contexts; a way of reading the city, its population, its spatial configurations whilst 
also a way of reading and producing texts. The flâneur introduces a phenomenology 
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of the urban built around the issues of the fragmentation of experience and 
commodification, opening the way for a micro-sociology of the urban daily life; the 
observation of the trivial, the ephemeral and fleeting should lead to a critical analysis 




 century flâneur that was first embodied by Charles Baudelaire 
(1964) in The Painter of Modern Life and later practiced by Walter Benjamin (1999) 
in The Arcades Project is epitomised as a privileged European male character. In 
order to make flânerie relevant in the 21
st
 century, the flâneur needs to be 
(re)positioned within the postmodern city (Jenks, 1995). A postmodern interpretation 
of flânerie views the flâneur as: (1) an inquisitive investigator who immerses him or 
herself in the world of others; (2) an engaging conversationalist who has informative 
encounters with others; and (3) conscious of his or her biases in relation to the field 
(Ibid). In this way, contemporary flânerie is a participatory and reflective mode of 
urban research—it is as much an analytical method as it is a kinetic practice, offering 
a critical understanding of the material and non-material aspects of the city. Such a 
method that resists “research-at-a-distance practices” is a process which Bunnell and 
Maringanti (2010) describe as: 
...engagement with urban spaces and lives beyond ‘global’ financial districts, 
demand[s] the use of languages other than English and require the kinds of cultural 
competencies that are usually associated with area studies training....[and] require[s] 
conceptual flexibility and a willingness to engage with plural traditions (p. 418). 
 
A flâneur’s reading of the city also requires attention to the temporal dimension of 
place, for the city is as much a rhythm of time as it is a pattern of space. As Lefebvre 
(2004) explains, “[e]verywhere where there is interaction between a place, a time and 
an expenditure of energy, there is rhythm” (p. 15). Rhythmanalysis, therefore, is a 
means of reconciling space and time through the recognition that the built 
environment is a dynamic rather than static entity. For Highmore (2005), 
rhythmanalysis is a way of narrating the city such that, through its description, not 
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only are the constant and familiar elements of the built environment revealed but also 
the fluid and surprising aspects of urban life illuminated:  
Rhythmanalysis…is a mode of social and cultural description that allows for certain 
forms of explanation but is not itself explanation. Its job for the moment is to make 
something of the experience of urban modernity more vivid, and allow for a degree of 
complexity or multiplicity in describing the city (p. 31-32). 
 
Urban rhythms rarely share the same performative similarities from place to place; 
their specificities are made unique by the varying degrees of intervals, repetitions, 
and trajectories of people in space against time—that is, a “place ballet” (Seamon, 
1979). In Geographies of Rhythm, Edensor (2010) provides a collection of essays that 
apply the notion of rhythmanalysis to investigate the patterns of everyday life in 
various cultural contexts and urban situations ranging from the practice of nighttime 
social drinking on the public streets in Ankara to the transformation of ethnic 
vernacular landscapes in the Italian neighbourhoods of New York City and Rome. 
These essays demonstrate that the regular patterns of everyday life serve as a constant 
and stabilising rhythm, even as places are perpetually in a “process of becoming” 
where the flows of commodities, capital, information, and people are always in flux 
(Ibid, p. 3). Therefore, as a methodological practice, the research utility of flânerie 
and rhythmanalysis is to illuminate the taken-for-granted routines of everyday life in 
relation to place and, through detailed description, illustrate how day-to-day 
sociospatial practices form or are formed by larger urban and global processes. 
 
3.2.2 Photography 
Photography is a ‘way of seeing’ and experiencing a city that is constantly in flux—it 
captures fleeting events, activities, interactions, and emotions and freezes them in 
space-time to produce “a hundredth of a second slice of reality” (Collier Jr., 1967, p. 
6). Preserved within these still frames are embedded layers of visual information that 
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allow us to (re)view the complex interactions between the materiality and design of 
urban space and the fluidity and behaviour of people within that urban space. 
Through this “new visual code” (Sontag, 2001, p. 3), we can gain a greater awareness 
for the “aesthetics of urban life” and its intimate relationship to the “aesthetics of 
place” (Frers and Meier, 2007, p. 3). 
 
Photography has several uses in research, one of which is the documentation of fixed 
(built structure) and non-fixed (pedestrian) objects within an environment. Second, 
photography affords us the opportunity to revisit a particular event or scene as we 
uncover layer upon layer of visual ‘text’, revealing subtle insights otherwise 
overlooked if the image had only been recorded as a form of observation or 
fieldnotes. Third, photography can help us to not only record and analyse the 
behavioural and material aspects of the people and environment featured within an 
image but also communicate this visual data to an audience that may or may not have 
been directly involved in the image’s production. Lastly, when we use a camera to 
produce an image, “we make choices influenced by our identities and intentions, 
choices that are also affected by our relationship with the subject” (Collier, 2001, p. 
35). Therefore, photography is a subjective and interpretive field where an image is as 
much a record of perception as it is a record of reality. These advantages are the 
utility of photography and the impact of visual data as argued by proponents of visual 
research methods (see Sanoff, 1991; Prosser, 1998; Banks, 2001; and Pink, 2007).  
 
Within the social sciences, anthropology and sociology have traditionally been early 
adopters of visual research methods as evidenced by Jacob Riis’s (1890) photo-
reportage of tenement living conditions in How the Other Half Lives, Gregory 
Bateson and Margaret Mead’s (1942) ethnographic study of Balinese culture in 
Balinese Character; and Nick Waplington’s (1991) photo-documentation of working-
class leisure in Living Room. Increasingly, there is also burgeoning interest in visual 
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research methods within the built environment disciplines as a means to study, for 
example, the: performative aspects of urban encounters within the material spaces of 
the city (Frers and Meier, 2007); sensorial experiences and temporal dynamics in the 
everyday use of urban public places (Wunderlich, 2008; Wunderlich, 2010); urban 
design characteristics vis-à-vis social interactions on neighbourhood commercial 
streets (Mehta, 2009). 
 
Another visual component of this study is time-lapse video-recording. Whyte (1980) 
was an early adopter of time-lapse photography in the seminal book The Social Life 
of Small Urban Spaces, which details the daytime social patterns of people in the 
public spaces of New York City over a longitudinal period of observation. A 
contemporary adaptation of this method is Roberts and Turner’s (2005) employment 
of time-lapse surveillance through which 48 hours of footage in London’s Soho 
district revealed the conflicts between liveability and nighttime economy in public 
urban spaces at night. These two studies, conducted 25 years apart, draw attention to 
the revival of time-lapse recording as an objective research tool to capture the 
temporal dimension of urban intensity in city spaces.   
 
Despite advancements in image-making technologies, the field of visual ethnography 
remains a fledgling development—one that is perceived as an auxiliary arm of 
qualitative research rather than a standalone method. As asserted by Pink (2007), 
visual research methods “cannot be used independently of other methods; neither a 
purely visual ethnography nor an exclusively visual approach to culture can exist” (p. 
21). While photography can capture with great accuracy the visual qualities of the 
observed, it is also limited by its inability to reveal the ‘voices’ of those who are 
being observed. Therefore, in order to add depth and rigour to this study, narratives 





The qualitative interview is a method of data collection that is conducted in a similar 
manner to an ordinary conversation where questions and responses follow an 
informal logic (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). Depending on the researcher-informant 
dynamic, this informal logic offers a small degree of predictability and focus while 
also allowing for flexibility and iteration. As such, no two qualitative interviews are 
alike because the qualitative interview is “invented anew each time it occurs” thus 
opening out the conversation to new and unexpected possibilities (Ibid, p. 7).    
 
The iterative process of qualitative interviewing can lead to new insights, as it 
involves a repetitious sequence of gathering broad information and sorting key 
themes followed by refining and testing emergent ideas through further conversations 
with new or existing informants. In this way, the qualitative interview affords the 
researcher autonomy to pursue new perspectives while maintaining focus on the 
research agenda. The semi-structured interview, for example, is premised on a 
framework of themes and open-ended questions that provides the necessary freedom 
for both the informant to be self-expressive and the researcher to be discerning in his 
or her approach to different informants and situations. Although several iterations 
may take place in the qualitative interview design, these iterations do progress 
naturally towards an end. Rubin and Rubin posit that the researcher will ultimately 
arrive at a point of “theoretical saturation”—that is, when no further amount of 
interviewing will add new discoveries to the research themes being questioned (Ibid, 
p. 47).  
 
At its core, qualitative interviewing seeks a richer understanding of the setting being 
studied. This aspect of qualitative interviewing is especially useful for investigations 
into the taken-for-granted daily experiences of ordinary people. Everyday life is a 
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phenomenon shared by a social collective but also experienced at the level of the 
individual thereby comprising multiple vocalities and meanings. Qualitative 
interviewing can help expose the plurality and complexity of the mundane by 
soliciting first-hand accounts in the form of explanations, opinions, and anecdotal 
stories. These narratives offer insights into the lived experiences of ordinary people 
and enrich our understanding of everyday practices; moreover, they help us extend 
the ‘reach’ of our investigations such that we can significantly augment descriptions 
of the physical realm with meaningful interpretations of the social idiosyncrasies 
found there.    
 
3.3 Selection of Case Studies 
This study confirms the thesis—that urban informality persists in the nighttime 
economy of quotidian neighbourhoods to effectively produce an everyday (night)life 
through which social sustainability is fostered—by adopting a deductive approach 
involving fieldwork in place-specific settings. These place-specific settings, or case 
study sites, have been selected for their demonstrated associations with the research 
themes in question. In other words, the theoretical framework of this study pre-
determines the type of case study sites to be explored (Walton, 1992). At the same 
time, the theoretical framework also brings to light the anti-thesis sites in Singapore 
(Sengkang, Serangoon, Tiong Bahru, Chinatown) where macro forces of modernist 
planning and neoliberal economic agendas are diminishing traces of urban 
informality and social sustainability. These tensions and conflicts will be explored 
and discussed further in Chapter 5.   
 
The number of case study sites is influenced by the scope of the research agenda as 
well as the research context. The nighttime city is a textured pattern of experiences, 
images, and stories; thus, this research seeks to demonstrate the variations of urban 
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informality in the everyday (night)life of a global city like Singapore. In order to 
synthesise these experiences, images, and stories into a telling “montaged account of 
urban life” (Highmore, 2005, p. 160), the need for multiple case study sites therefore 
becomes evident. A cross-sectional view of everyday (night)life in three distinct case 
study sites would provide us with exceptional breadth and depth necessary to: (1) 
compare and contrast the idiosyncrasies of place in the making of everyday 
(night)life; (2) unveil the nuances of everyday (night)life and the significance it holds 
for different segments of the population; and (3) contextualise and conceptualise the 
everyday (night)life in terms of urban informality and social sustainability.  
 
First, in order to demonstrate the nighttime idiosyncrasies of place, the three case 
study sites selected for this research cut across the geospatial spectrum of urban 
nightscapes: (1) Lembu Square, an ethnic enclave in the inner-city; (2) Toa Payoh 
Central, a residential precinct in the suburb; and (3) Holland Village, a 
neighbourhood enclave at the urban fringe. Second, in order to demonstrate the 
nuances of everyday (night)life, the three case study sites were selected for their 
markedly different socioeconomic profiles which include the range of: migrant 
workers, ‘locals’, expatriates, low- and middle-income classes, professional class, 
families, youth, and elderly. Lastly, in order to demonstrate common findings of 
urban informality and social sustainability, the three case study sites selected share 
similar urban qualities as mixed-use neighbourhoods characterised by human-scaled 
street-level activity and shophouse architecture. These (dis)similarities (summarised 
in Figure 4) allow for a richer and more robust synthesis and analysis of everyday 
(night)life. The following case study site descriptions provide a brief overview of 
each place-specific setting, illustrating the distinct and contrasting yet parallel and 
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Figure 4 A summary table of the criteria adopted for the selection of case study sites. 
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Case Study Vignette 1: Lembu Square 
 
Figure 5 Case study site boundary of Lembu Square, 2.3 hectares (Source of map: SLA, 2013). 
 
Lembu Square, a Bangladeshi ethnic quarter in the heritage district of Little India, is 
the anti-thesis of what Singapore represents: Singapore is ordered, Lembu Square is 
chaotic; Singapore is regimented, Lembu Square is adaptable; Singapore is highly-
regulated, Lembu Square is laissez-faire. In spite of this dichotomous relationship, a 
certain degree of urban informality is tolerated and allowed to coexist alongside the 
formal sector. In the global city of Singapore, Lembu Square is the epitome of urban 
informality where: makeshift stalls are assembled in residual spaces; street vendors 
peddle their goods in an ad-hoc fashion; restaurant dining extends outdoors on 
foldable tables and chairs; raw meat and fish are sold out in the open; and pedestrians 
have the right to sidewalks, roads, kerbs, steps, and grass lawns. This case study will 
demonstrate how everyday occurrences of informality produce a pulsating nightscape 
capable of sustaining an urban life for a marginalised sub-group in a global city. 
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Case Study Vignette 2: Toa Payoh Central  
 
Figure 6 Case study site boundary of Toa Payoh Central, 3.7 hectares (Source of map: SLA, 2013). 
 
As one of the earliest townships to be developed in the history of modern Singapore, 
Toa Payoh is a compelling demonstration of Singapore’s transformation to a ‘First 
World’ housing nation. Planned and built by the HDB, these residential estates are 
today a ubiquitous urban form and represent a particular ‘suburban’ way-of-life for 
80% of Singapore’s resident population. It is imperative, therefore, that a study on the 
everyday (night)life also examines the confluence of home, work, and leisure in the 
spaces of ordinary people. Toa Payoh Central is an ideal setting due to its primary 
role as a ‘suburban’ neighbourhood—one that is anchored by a transportation hub and 
commercial office centre, reinforced with neighbourhood amenities and shops, and 
populated by residents and non-residents from all walks of life. This case study will 




Case Study Vignette 3: Holland Village 
 
Figure 7 Case study site boundary of Holland Village, 3.7 hectares (Source of map: SLA, 2013). 
 
Holland Village is situated in a peculiar niche at the margins between an extensive 
area of exclusive private residential developments on the one side and a discernible 
cluster of government subsidised public housing estates on the other. This ‘in-
betweenness’ is manifest in the sociospatial practices and cultural materiality of 
Holland Village, which assumes an urban character that is at once informal and 
formal, old and new, and local and global. Labels such as ‘bohemian’ and 
‘cosmopolitan’ have been employed by local scholars, journalists, politicians, and 
laypersons alike to describe the multifaceted urbanism that has allowed Holland 
Village to be both a home territory for everyday (night)life and an escape for 
weekend revelling. This case study will illustrate how the nighttime economy can 
facilitate the convergence of social class differences thus making the divide between 
‘Self’ and ‘Other’ (in)visible. 
 
3.4 Reflecting on the Fieldwork Experience 
Fieldwork for this research was undertaken in three phases between May 2010 and 
May 2013. The first phase occurred from May to August 2010 in Lembu Square, 
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which served as a pilot study to subsequent fieldwork in Toa Payoh Central and 
Holland Village. The second phase spanned from March 2011 to June 2012 in Toa 
Payoh Central. The third and last phase was carried out from September 2012 to May 
2013 in Holland Village. The fieldwork duration of each phase ranged from 4 months 
in Lembu Square to 7 months in Holland Village and 16 months in Toa Payoh 
Central. This variation in the duration of fieldwork in the three case study sites is a 
result of several factors: (1) physical site coverage of the neighbourhoods; (2) ease in 
which to secure a building for time-lapse video-recording; and (3) time required to 
reach information saturation. 
 
A total of 141 informants were interviewed and all conversations, with the exception 
of 14 exchanges, were documented with an audio recorder and later transcribed (see 
Appendix 1 for the interview question sets and Appendices 1a to 1c for a detailed 
breakdown of informant profiles). Two male interpreters, one Chinese-speaking and 
the other Bengali-speaking, assisted me with the interviewing of 17 non-English 
speaking informants and provided either a verbatim or paraphrased translation of the 
informants’ responses. My understanding of the case study sites was also enriched by 
5 key informants that included: one shopkeeper in Lembu Square; two residents of 
Toa Payoh; and two shopkeepers in Holland Village. Through frequent meetings and 
conversations, I was able to build a rapport with these key informants which in turn 
enhanced my immersion in the field.  
 
I employed a Nikon D60 digital single-lens reflex (DSLR) camera to capture images 
portraying the subjectivity of everyday (night)life. The DSLR camera was set on 
‘automatic’ mode with the flash disabled so that I could focus more squarely on 
image composition as opposed to lighting manipulation. A DSLR camera was chosen 
over a ‘point-and-shoot’ camera because it enables greater control over the ‘depth of 
field’ (isolating a subject and bringing it into focus), thus allowing for greater creative 
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freedom. The photographic ‘style’ of the images I captured most closely resembles 
the genre known as urban street photography (see Evans, 1938; Levitt, 1993; and 
Winogrand, 1999). Practicing this form of photography allowed me to engage more 
closely with people and their environment as opposed to going ‘under cover’ or 
photographing in a covert manner which undermines the purposeful intentions of 
visual ethnography and participant observation (Pink, 2007).  
 
Lastly, 320 real-time hours were recorded at 25 frames per second to produce 6.5 
hours of raw time-lapse footage on a JVC Everio GZ-MG750 video-recorder (see 
Appendices 2a to 2c for the detailed hour-by-hour still images). The time-lapse 
footage served several observational purposes: (1) to capture the continuum of time, 
including transition periods between day-night and night-day, at a fixed street corner; 
(2) to capture the consistencies (and anomalies) of crowd volume between day/night 
and weekday/weekend; and (3) to capture other significant everyday activities outside 
the temporal markers of this study (lighting, street cleaning, commuting). These 
findings allowed for comparative analyses of spatial patterns, temporal rhythms, and 
street activities that provide the data necessary to develop rich narratives and deep 
understandings of the case study sites. 
 
Three buildings were occupied for the collection of time-lapse footage: a commercial 
shophouse in Lembu Square; a community library in Toa Payoh Central; and one 
vacant shophouse as well as one commercial shophouse in Holland Village. The set-
up involved mounting the video-recorder on a tripod behind a second-storey window 
from which a perspective of the street activities could be filmed. The time-lapse 
filming for each case study site was separated into two 48-hour sessions so as not to 
overtax the video-recorder’s battery and hard-drive. Filming would generally begin at 
12:00pm on a Thursday and continue for 48 hours until Saturday at 12:00pm, when I 
would return to the building and collect the equipment. The second filming session 
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would repeat the following week for another 48 hours from 12:00pm Saturday to 
12:00pm Monday. A few unexpected mishaps, however, occurred during filming 
which limits the utilisation of some of the data; these incidences included: (1) 
obstructed views caused a wind-blown shutter against the window of the shophouse 
in Lembu Square; (2) delayed start time of recording caused by an overrun meeting 
occupying the same room in the community library in Toa Payoh Central; and (3) 
indoor light reflection against the glass window of the shophouse in Holland Village.           
 
To prepare for my field immersions, I spent several initial trips “scouting” the case 
study sites (Du Chemin, 2009). After several repeat visits that consisted of walking 
the ground, quiet observation, note-taking, and site photography I felt there was 
sufficient evidence to formulate preliminary questions that would guide me through 
the main tasks of the fieldwork and interviews. I conducted the majority of my 
observations and interviews between the hours of 7:00pm and 12:00am (defined here 
as the nighttime economy) on random weekdays and weekends. During these forays 
in the field, I participated in the urban rhythms of the crowd as a flâneur would by: 
dining at neighbourhood eateries; taking rest breaks on public benches; purchasing 
drinks and snacks from vendors; and strolling at a leisurely pace. I engaged random 
individuals in semi-structured interviews when the opportunity presented itself while 
seated, standing next to, or passing by a stranger. As such, all interviews were face-
to-face interactions at the sites where my encounters with the informants took place. 
This lent the experience a sense of spontaneity and informality such that I could seek 
‘on-the-spot’ responses from participants and spectators to questions about particular 
space-time activities as they unfolded.  
 
At the same time, I used my camera to capture ordinary scenes that resonate with the 
research theme of everyday (night)life. I was led by the notion of the “decisive 
moment” which, as Cartier-Bresson (1999) explains, materialises the instant when all 
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the elements of an event converge within the frame of the camera‘s viewfinder thus 
enabling us to “recognize—simultaneously and within a fraction of a second—both 
the fact itself and the rigorous organisation of visually perceived forms that give it 
meaning” (p. 16). In this way, the images I produced are aesthetic compositions of 
fleeting spatial and temporal realities that articulate my subjective encounters with the 
‘observed’.  
 
In each of the three case study sites, I stood out as a visible minority being a Western-
educated, English-speaking, non-local female albeit of Chinese-ethnicity. I was 
apprehensive that my background would make it all the more challenging to elicit 
responses from shopkeepers, migrant workers, hawkers, street tradespersons, and 
elderly residents, many of whom do not speak English and are generally uneasy when 
approached by anyone who appears ‘out-of-place’. However, contrary to my 
assumption, most of the informants were in fact more comfortable speaking to me 
after learning that I am a research student and a non-Singaporean—I was viewed as 
less a threat to them than if I were, for example, a government official conducing a 
survey of the area. Paradoxically, my ‘outsider’ appearance was what eventually 
gained me ‘insider’ status as I familiarised myself with the neighbourhoods through 
frequent site visits and seized opportunities to engage with the members of these 
communities. By the end of each fieldwork assignment, I had immersed myself to the 
degree that some shopkeepers could recognise me and were less suspicious of my 
presence. In the following chapter I will discuss my investigative journeys into the 






VIGNETTES OF EVERYDAY (NIGHT)LIFE 
 
 
4.1 Vignette 1: Lembu Square and the Everyday (Night)life of an Ethnic 
Quarter in the Inner-City  
 
4.1.1 Site Context 
The heritage district of Little India is a conservation area located in the inner-city of 
Singapore. During the early 1900s, cattle-trading was the main economic activity in 
Little India and migrant labourers were recruited from India to work in this industry. 
By the 1940s, cattle-trading ceased as land was cleared for major infrastructure and 
building projects. In the process, Little India evolved from an informal agrarian 
kampong settlement to a formal commercial-residential hub (Siddique and Shalom, 
1990). Thereafter, Little India underwent three successive waves of urban renewal: 
(1) slum clearance in the 1970s; (2) construction of public housing projects in the 
1980s; and (3) gazetted conservation status in 1989 followed by coordinated public-
private sector upgrading and improvement works in the 1990s (URA, 1995).  
 
The Singapore government has since softened its top-down revitalisation efforts, 
favouring instead an organic form of growth in Little India. Today, much of the urban 
fabric of Little India remains a fine-grain mix of shophouses in various states of 
(dis)repair which accommodate eating establishments, fruit and vegetable marts, 
mobile phone shops, and electronic stores to list a few. These businesses cater 
primarily to the ethnic needs of South Asians from India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka 
many of whom have come to Singapore to work as foreign labourers in the 
construction industry. These migrant workers—mainly single males in their 20s and 
30s—would congregate in Little India on Sundays where they meet with friends and 
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shop for weekly supplies. It is estimated that 5,000 to 10,000 of such migrant workers 
gather on the streets and open spaces of Little India every Sunday (Chang, 2000). 
One of these gathering places is ‘Lembu Square’. 
 
Lembu Square is the unofficial name for the Bangladeshi ethnic quarter in Little India 
which is bounded by Desker, Lembu, Syed Alwi, and Verdun roads (Figure 8). 
Situated at the centre of this neighbourhood is the Lembu Road Open Space, a state-
owned plot of land zoned for ‘park’ use (see item 4 in Figure 8). Members of the 
public have access to the Lembu Road Open Space at all times of the day and a few 
basic amenities which include benches, waste receptacles, and pay phones are 
provided for public use. Lembu Road Open Space is a hard-surfaced area and 
minimally landscaped with the exception of seven mature trees whose wide-spreading 
crowns provide shade coverage from the morning and afternoon sun. A single-storey 
temporary built structure owned by the government flanks the southwestern edge of 
Lembu Road Open Space (see item 2 in Figure 8). During the period of my fieldwork 
in Lembu Square from May to August 2010, this state-owned property was 
subdivided into small units that were leased to individual tenants that included a: 
convenience stall; snacks vendor; makeshift Internet café; and independent travel 
agency. Another prominent feature in this open space is a CCTV camera which 
serves as a deterrent against violence, crime, and social misdemeanour; in addition, 
uniformed police officers and security personnel patrol the area daily. 
 
The contiguous blocks of conservation shophouses along Desker, Lembu, Syed Alwi, 
and Verdun roads (see item 1 in Figure 8) house businesses such as eateries, fruit and 
vegetable marts, motorcycle and automobile shops, and electronic stores that are 
carried out within premises of the ground floors (Figure 9). The upper floors are 










































































































utilised as storerooms. The businesses in Lembu Square are predominantly 
Bangladeshi-owned and the customers are generally Bangladeshi tourists, 
shoppers,and migrant workers. ‘Minimarts’—a term used by the Bangladeshi 
community to describe small, independent shops that sell any combination of fruits, 
vegetables, rice, halal (permitted according to Islamic law) meats, fish, speciality 
Bangladeshi items, drinks, and cigarettes—populate entire rows of shophouses along 
Desker and Lembu roads. Many of the businesses are open from 11:00am to 
midnight, or late as 2:00am, while a small number of establishments operate 24-hours 
a day, one of which is a popular shopping complex called Mustafa (see item 3 in 
Figure 8).  
 
4.1.2 Time and Rhythmicity 
A typical day in Lembu Square begins at 8:00am with a few eateries opening early to 
cater to the morning crowd which consists of migrant workers, businessmen, and 
commuters. At 9:00am, the shops specialising in automobile accessories and parts roll 
up their shutters and open their doors for business. By 11:00am the core businesses 
comprising the minimarts, electronic stores, restaurants, and remittance companies 
open for the day. The daytime tempo is adagio (slow) and does not accelerate to an 
allegro (quick and brisk) pace until after 5:00pm (Figure 10). As two informants 
explained: 
In the morning, there will not be many customers because we are arranging 
everything. Maybe there will be 1 or 2 customers only. In the evening, we will have 
customers since many workers are staying in this area. In the morning, they [migrant 
workers] will go to work and will return in the evening to buy things and to makan 
[eat dinner]. So, evenings will be busy as well as public holidays, Saturdays, and 
Sundays (Male, 20s, Indian, Minimart Shopkeeper). 
 
In the day there is not much activity because most of them [migrant workers] are at 
work. Close to about 5:00pm onwards, it will be a busy time because everybody starts 
to flow in to do a bit of their marketing. I think they [migrant workers] cook most of  
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the time themselves and after that they gather around the park (Female, 40s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Cold Calling Agent). 
 
As the early evening approaches, the shops specialising in automobile accessories and 
parts begin to tally their accounts as they will be the first businesses to close for the 
day at 6:00pm (Figure 11). Along Lembu Road, an elderly Chinese female karang 
guni (rags and scraps) collector with a pushcart strolls by and stops in front of a 
minimart where she picks up the discarded cardboard material used in the packing of 
perishable goods, piles them on to her pushcart, and wheels the recyclables away. 
Meanwhile, at another minimart, it is time for a shift change—the shopowner hands 
over the keys to his business partner, his wife, who will now take over the cash 
counter until closing time.  
 
A few shophouses down the street, a man selling traditional apparel and Islamic 
merchandise is setting up his streetstall within the five-foot way (Figure 12); it 
appears that he is not the only one making use of shopfront space, as several other 
stallowners are also propping up their tables and laying out magazines, newspapers, 
and food items for sale (Figures 13 and 14). Music emanating from these streetstalls 
infiltrates the air and beckons potential customers while the streetlights and ambient 
exterior lighting of the shophouses cast a festive glow down on to the street (Figure 
15). One of the stallowners described the nighttime atmosphere as such: 
The difference between day and night is when the night lighting comes on. Some 
shops provide TV screenings of Bangladeshi dramas or movies, or play Bangladeshi 
music, so it becomes intense as the night progresses (Male, 40s, Bangladeshi, Street 
Vendor).  
 
In Lembu Square, there is visible activity being contributed by the migrant workers 
who have just returned from work and are now gathering at the kopitiams; eating 






















Figure 10 Daytime vis-à-vis nighttime street-level activity on Lembu Road, Thursday 20 May 2010. 








Figure 11 A temporal map of the nighttime economy in Lembu Square. Image by Author. 
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and chewing on paan. There are also migrant workers that pool their funds to buy 
provisions from the minimarts and will return to their living quarters after work to 
cook dinner, as meals prepared this way are often more affordable (Figures 16 and 
17). As one shopkeeper explained: 
They [migrant workers] usually share in groups of 3-6 people. They buy groceries for 
the entire week. It’s cheaper for them that way (Male, 20s, Chinese-Singaporean, 
Minimart Shopkeeper). 
 
Two migrant workers stand in the middle of the five-foot way as they sort through a 
row of fresh produce displayed in plastic crate containers stacked one on top of the 
other. These two men have come together to the minimart to shop for provisions that 
they will cook and share as dinner. For them, grocery shopping is a routine of their 
everyday (night)life and the minimart a fixture of their everyday space: 
[I] come and shop here very frequently everyday…and will go back [to the dorm] 
after shopping. [I] get everything from here. [I] shop for daily stuff like vegetable, 
meat, and fish from the minimart. Life is very much routinised. [We] go to work at 
7:00am or 8:00am and come back at 7:00pm or 8:00pm, then [we will] cook food and 
go to sleep (Male, 20s, Bangladeshi, Migrant Worker). 
 
While some migrant workers choose to turn into bed early, others prefer to relax 
outdoors where they can seek respite from their cramped living quarters—they will 
gather in the Lembu Road Open Space, spending time “aimlessly with no determined 
function” as one male Bangladeshi stallowner in his 30s explained (Figures 18 and 
19). Lembu Road Open Space remains lit until midnight, when the lamp posts are 
then automatically deactivated, leaving the park in darkness. By this time, most of the 
stalls and minimart establishments will have closed shop. Only the 24-hour 
businesses stay open but, even so, the streets remain active as a steady stream of 
pedestrians and vehicles make their way home with their purchases from Mustafa. 
Few pedestrians, however, would dare venture along the back lanes near Lembu  




The back lanes between Desker and Rowell roads are notoriously known as a red-
light area for prostitution and the selling of adult paraphernalia. A vigilant stroll down 
the back lanes during the daytime reveals shophouses with opened back doors behind 
which smalls groups of women are chatting with one another as they wait for 
potential customers to saunter by. The brothels where these women work are 24-hour 
establishments. At night, red lanterns light-up the doorways thus illuminating the 
presence of these brothels and capturing the ‘gaze’ of curious pedestrians. One of the 
informants, a male Singaporean dispatch driver in his 30s, explained that the red-light 
area is divided into two distinct territories representing two different groups of sex-
trade workers: the ‘Aunties’ (women over the age of 30 years) who have colonised 
the back lanes, and the ‘Lady Boys’ (transgender males) who openly solicit business 
along Rowell Road. Although the informant offered to accompany me on an 
informative walk through the back lanes in broad daylight, I politely declined. As 
another informant warned me earlier: 
This area, there is some prostitution or quite a bit of it. So, when you walk in the back 
lanes, sometimes you could be mistaken—you might get some people asking you not 
very pleasant questions because they have mistaken you for your wrong profession. 
That’s why I say don’t walk there alone if possible. Unfortunately, it’s like a 7-11, it’s 
24-hours. I’m quite a brisk walker, so I’m quite safe. Anyway, I know when and 
where to go, which lane not to take. I guess it’s safe. It’s not that it’s not safe—it’s 
just that it’s not very pleasant for a lady to be asked that kind of unpleasant question, 
that’s all, that’s about all. There’s no forceful kind of thing that I have encountered so 
far, touch wood. It’s quite safe in Singapore. I don’t think they’re [sex-trade workers] 
so daring (Female, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean, Cold Calling Agent). 
 
Interestingly, the back regions of Lembu Square are not zoned as a designated red-
light area (DRA)—like their counterparts in Geylang, an inner-city mixed-use 
neighbourhood in Singapore with clandestine activities—yet are allowed to exist as 
such. In the puritanical city-state of Singapore, it is paradoxical that these 
“heterotopic subversive spaces” (Hee, 2005, p. 179) or “little bohemias” (Tan, 2003, 
p. 404) would have an opportunity to flourish under the implicit surveillance of the 
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government. In Singapore, the large numbers of single male migrant workers living 
for extended periods of time have inevitably created a demand for adult 
entertainment. Moreover, this informal confluence of sex commerce and regulation is 
helping to sustain a transient segment of the population, one upon which the rapidly 
developing global city of Singapore is becoming ever more reliant. 
 
As may be expected, however, there is an uneasy coexistence between the businesses 
in Lembu Square and the sex-trade industry nearby. Some business owners dislike the 
seedy reputation that the brothels have imposed upon the area. An owner of a 
kopitiam located in Lembu Square shared with me that he grew up in this vicinity and 
in his younger days would run freely along the back lanes of Desker and Rowell 
roads. The kopitiam owner claimed that prostitution activities began to infiltrate 
Desker and Rowell roads after 1964 as a result of the area’s authorisation as a DRA 
by the government. The kopitiam owner, a male Chinese-Singaporean in his 60s, 
noticed that there are fewer brothels operating in the area today and hoped that one 
day they will all “shift out”—Lembu Square, in his view, is a “peaceful and 
conservative area”. 
 
4.1.3 Space and Informality 
There is no lack of conversation, games, and ludicity in Lembu Square during the 
night as groups of migrant workers gather informally on the pavement, kerbs, five-
foot ways, and in residual spaces. The crowd-gatherings in Lembu Square are 
considerably more intense on Sunday nights when there can be hundreds of migrant 
workers at any one-time congregating in the area (Figure 20) and spilling out on to 
the streets (Figure 21). This Sunday night phenomenon is a weekly affair (Figure 22) 
that tends to amuse even the most hardened shopkeepers: 
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When you come on Sunday, I think there will be more than one hundred over 
thousand people, really. In the afternoon, you can see already: jam. Then, at 
nighttime, around 5 or 6, I think it will be very hard for you to even walk pass. It’s 
very hard to walk and then the traffic is also a problem. They [migrant workers] go 
back [to their dorms] at around 9 to 10, but the night does not really finish yet. There 
are still some people talking and talking and talking. By around 11 something, all is 
clear because the next following day they have to work. Some of them stay far away 
so they have to leave around 9 to 10 o’clock. You come tomorrow, then you see, you 
just stand here and see. Quite exciting (Male, 60s, Chinese-Singaporean, Minimart 
Shopkeeper). 
 
In a city-state where loitering in a group of five or more individuals may, if 
warranted, be charged as “unlawful assembly”—a criminal offense under the Penal 
Code (AGC, 2008)—the weekly mass assemblage of migrant workers in Lembu 
Square is a contradiction of sorts. Douglass (2005) explains that enclaves, however, 
represent a different kind of setting, one that is “too dense, too heavily populated and 
too dynamic in population movement” to be placed under the same scrutiny of 
surveillance and control practiced elsewhere in Singapore, such as the HDB estates 
(p. 549). 
 
While there are no physical barriers preventing individuals from entering this ethnic 
quarter, a certain degree of intimidation may be felt by the first-time visitor who is 
unfamiliar with the proxemics and rhythms that differentiate ‘Insiders’ from 
‘Outsiders’ (see Relph, 1976). On one of my visits to Lembu Square, a male 
Bangladeshi office assistant in his 30s and a male Bangladeshi shopkeeper in his 40s 
shared with me their observations of an unidentified female ‘artist’ painting on a large 
canvas in the middle of Lembu Road Open Space for three consecutive days between 
5:00pm and 6:00pm. The spontaneity of the artist’s activities momentarily disrupted 
the place ballet of Lembu Square; nevertheless, despite being an ‘Outsider’, the artist 
was able to freely access the public space without hassle. At the same time, my 
separate conversations with the two ‘Insiders’ highlight the role of “public 
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characters”—that is, people who spend much of their time in the public realm making 
themselves available for social contact and communication with a large network 
(Jacobs, 1992, p. 68). The presence of public characters on the street (street vendors, 
migrant workers, karang guni collectors) helps to maintain an informal social order 
that structures sidewalk life; this, in turn, encourages some degree of cooperation and 
‘fair play’ between various members of the community (Duneier, 2001, p. 43).  
 
As evening turns to night, the crowd visibly thickens; however, in amidst this density, 
there is an apparent informal arrangement of activities that give Lembu Square its 
hidden spatial logic. At one corner of Lembu Square, a group has settled in front of a 
travel agency office where a flat-screen TV is prominently displayed behind the 
storefront window (Figure 23). A wildlife documentary program with captivating 
footage of sub-Saharan predators engaged in a hunt catches the attention of its 
viewers, some of whom have appropriated a raised plant-ledge as a temporary seat. 
Meanwhile, a smaller group of migrant workers has gathered behind the crowd of 
TV-watchers. In this corner, conversations tend to be more intimate and in many 
cases no conversations are had as individuals partake in solo activities such as people-
watching, reading the newspaper, and sending text messages on their mobile phones. 
The base of large tree provides a resting site for migrant workers to sit, chat, and 
people-watch. Here, three migrant workers engage in a playful conversation while 
others look on as a female karang guni collector flattens cardboard boxes and piles 
them on to her pushcart (Figure 24).     
 
At a nearby kopitiam, three carom tables are neatly stacked away in the day and are 
brought out to be played at night. These carom tables have proven to be a popular 
pastime activity for many of the migrant workers (Figure 25). In addition, the 
kopitiam also provides a small-screen TV that can be watched as diners share 
conversation and drinks over their meals. On one of the nights that I visited the 
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kopitiam, a Bangladeshi movie was shown on the TV and this attracted a crowd of 
spectators. The fact that it was raining that night might have also been reason enough 
for people to seek shelter at the kopitiam.  
 
The first informant, a male Bangladeshi in his 30s working as a lecturer in Singapore, 
was dropping by the coffee shop to snack on muri—he explained to me what the 
diners next to us would commonly share for dinner: roti (flat round bread), vegetable 
curry, and mutton curry. After the first informant left, a male Bangladeshi migrant 
worker in his 20s took over the seat—he was going to have his dinner at the coffee 
shop while waiting for his medical appointment at a nearby clinic. As he waited, the 
informant spoke openly about his life. The young man was disheartened that he was 
considered too old, by his family’s standards, for marriage and scorned the life of 
bachelorhood lived by many of his compatriots in Singapore. He was also concerned 
that he would not be able to renew his employment pass, and therefore have to make 
an early return back to Bangladesh. The young man’s words are a bleak reminder of 
the hardship and sacrifices common to migrant workers past and present. 
 
While Lembu Square is certainly not a replacement for or reproduction of their 
hometowns in Bangladesh, it is a place considered by many migrant workers as a 
home away from home. Here, they can shop for specialty goods at the minimarts; 
purchase gift items such as electronics from Mustafa that are then sent back to their 
hometowns; remit money from their earnings to their family members; catch a Hindi 
movie on the streetside (Figure 26); listen to popular Bangladeshi music; snack on 
muri; chew on paan (Figure 27); play carom; and meet up with friends. Two migrant 
workers explained that: 
Bangladeshi workers are mainly attracted to this place because they get a Bangladeshi 
environment—they get the Bangladeshi shops so, whatever Bangladeshi stuff they 




I feel very relaxed in this area because I have some friends, family, who usually work 
in other companies but we get one day off from work to meet each other and mentally 
we feel very relaxed in this area (Male, 20s, Bangladeshi, Migrant Worker). 
 
The regular crowds of migrant workers sustain the place ballet of Lembu Square and 
it is these regulars that help to drive the nighttime economy (Figure 28): 
Yes, we have regular customers. You must be friendly with all customers, then next 
time they will come back. If I have free time, I will talk with them. If I see my Indian 
people, I’ll ask them which state in India are they from, what do they work as, what 
jobs are they doing, where are they staying, how much is their salary – all I ask (Male, 
20s, Indian, Minimart Shopkeeper). 
 
60% are regular customers. Customers come here because they know we provide 
mobile servicing. Next time, they will bring their friends. The more friends I can 
make while servicing their phones, the more customers I will also make (Male, 30s, 
Bangladeshi, Mobile Phone Shopkeeper). 
 
Revelations from the informants have so far shown that migrant workers feel more of 
an affinity to Lembu Square than any other group of people. Clearly, Lembu Square 
serves as a significant “third place” (Oldenburg, 1989) for the Bangladeshi migrant 
worker who has left his first place, located thousands of kilometres from Singapore. 
As a third place, Lembu Square therefore not only serves as an informal gathering 
place where the migrant worker can relax and socialise with his fellow countrymen 
but also creates a sense of place through which the Bangladeshi community as a 
whole can locate its ‘centredness’. 
 
4.1.4 Summary 
Lembu Square, by its virtue as an ethnic quarter in a predominantly Indian district, is 
a “thirdspace” within a thirdspace (Soja, 1996). Here, members of the Bangladeshi 
community are located at the margins of Little India, both literally and figuratively, 
but have created for themselves a centre for the activities of everyday life, that is, a 
centre for commerce, business, and leisure. A phonecard salesperson with whom I 
spoke to concisely summarised the phenomenon as follows: 
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In Singapore, you can ask any Bangladeshi person where the Bangladeshi people get 
together and they will say: this place. You know Little India, that side, all the Indian 
people go there. Near Orchard, Lucky Plaza, the Filipinos go there. But this side, 
Bangladeshi people not only come here but some also live here (Male, 30s, 
Bangladeshi, Street Vendor). 
 
Attention to visual and auditory cues, such as the stylistic scripting that comes to light 
at night in the signages displayed above the shopfronts and sounding of religious 
sermons from a street vendor’s stall during the evenings, can help to inform us better 
of the cultural materiality that makes Lembu Square distinguishable from its 
immediate surroundings. Bangladeshi halal eateries, as another example, are 
concentrated along Desker and Lembu roads away from the Hindu-Indian eateries 
that populate Syed Alwi Road. As one of the informants explained: 
Indian people like to eat at Indian restaurants. Bangladeshi people like Bangladeshi 
restaurants. The taste of the food is different and the cooking style is also different—
different countries, different ways of cooking. Bangladeshi people do not like Indian 
cooking because of the use of different spices and Indian people also prefer Indian 
cooking (Male, 40s, Bangladeshi, Restaurant and Phonecard Business Owner). 
 
A closer examination of the everyday (night)life in Lembu Square also reveals 
instances of heterogeneity ranging from the large Sunday night gatherings of 
Bangladeshi migrant workers in Lembu Square to the snacking of Bangladeshi 
specialties like paan and muri.  
 
Understanding these site-specific differences and their macro (cultural) as well as 
micro (habitual) contexts can help to make clearer the patterns within space and the 
practices within time in Lembu Square; this, in turn, can shed light on the multiple 
striations that contribute to the heterogeneity of Little India and, for that matter, other 
ethnic districts across Singapore. The lived practices of everyday (night)life in places 
like Lembu Square create sites of difference, diversity, and depth that challenge 
conventional notions of a night-out and provides opportunities for the disenfranchised 





















Figure 12 A street vendor occupies the pavement fronting a minimart business to sell newspapers from a 
makeshift stall, thus creating multiple ‘layerings’ of space that transcend the indoor-outdoor, public-





Figure 13 Two makeshift stalls, one selling mobile phone calling cards (left) and the other retailing 
traditional Islamic apparel (right), operate side-by-side in close proximity to share the five-foot way of a 



















Figure 14 A street vendor sells food items on the roadside and appropriates a wire fence on which he 

















































Figure 17 Migrant workers purchasing fruits from a street vendor as they return to their dormitories after 






















Figure 18 Lembu Road Open Space transforms at night into a gathering place for social interaction as 
well as an outdoor area for individuals seeking respite from their cramped (shared) living quarters. Photo 



















Figure 19 Public spaces and other semi-public areas, such as this kopitiam, provide the amenities for 
sitting and resting where migrant workers can spend leisure time at night, for example, calling family 




















Figure 20 Regular Sunday nighttime crowd-gathering within Lembu Square Open Space. Here, an  
apparent lack of ‘order’, or spatial organisation, can be deceiving. In fact, a hidden spatiotemporal logic 
can be revealed through careful observation of informal practices as they unfold on a regular basis. Photo 




















Figure 21 The crowd size increases as the night progresses and pedestrian activity spills out on to the 
streets, thereby demonstrating the extension of spatial and temporal boundaries that define public space. 




Figure 22 Regular Sunday nighttime crowd gathering in Lembu Square on Sunday 23 May 2010. The 
density of the crowd increases after 6:00pm as more and more migrant workers arrive from various parts 
of Singapore. After 10:00pm, the crowd dissipates as migrant workers return to their dormitories to 



















Figure 23 A group watches a wildlife documentary shown on a large screen TV in the storefront window 
of a travel agency office. In creating an outdoor ‘living room’, this space serves as a ‘third place’ for 




















Figure 24 A small group of migrant workers share conversations under a tree as a karang guni woman 
sorts through her collection of finds. Here, the disenfranchised (and their heterogeneities) share a 




















Figure 25 A game of carom at the end of a work day is illustrative of the ‘third place’ character of 
Lembu Square. Here, the common use of a residual open space and its appropriation for carom games 







Figure 26 Public urban life in Lembu Square includes the streetside watching of Hindi films which is 
made possible by appropriating the shophouse façade for the mounting of a TV screen and speakers. In 
this way, the informal visual materiality produced critically highlights the significance of ‘ordinary’ 





Figure 27 A street vendor sells paan. The set-up requires few materials that mainly include a styrofoam 




Figure 28 Long-distance calling cards are a popular selling item and attracts regular customers as 
migrant workers purchase them to contact family and friends abroad. This vendor occupies a street 
corner at a busy intersection to attract passers-by and regular customers. Photo by Author, 2010. 
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4.2 Vignette 2: Toa Payoh Central and the Everyday (Night)life of a 
Residential Precinct in the Heartlands 
 
4.2.1 Site Context 
Singapore’s public housing estates are a built product of the government’s pragmatic 
urban planning system and currently house more than 80% of the resident population. 
Designed and developed by the Housing Development Board (HDB) since the 1960s, 
these state-managed townships are today a ubiquitous form of Singapore’s urban 
landscape. The HDB township of Toa Payoh is one of the oldest public housing 
estates premised upon the satellite town concept of a self-sufficient community 
surrounding a town centre where commercial, entertainment, and recreation amenities 
are provided to meet the daily needs of residents (Koh, 2000). 
 
As such, HDB townships represent a power-charged landscape where the 
government’s hegemonic planning policies and ordinances can have the greatest 
impact on public life and public spaces. Examples of such governance include the: 
implementation of racial quotas to create a balance of ethnicities residing in HDB 
townships; inspection of public housing estates for cleanliness; issuance of permits 
for the staging of vernacular customs such as weddings and funerals in common 
areas; and prohibition of activities such as football and cycling in the void decks. 
While many aspects of HDB-living are controlled and regulated by the government, 
there is also a certain informal way-of-life that has survived unabated. For this reason, 
HDB townships like Toa Payoh are referred by many Singaporeans as the heartlands 
because of their endearing kampong spirit.  
 
The case study site is situated in an area of the town centre that locals identify as ‘Toa 
Payoh Central’ (Figure 29). Toa Payoh Central is a neighbourhood shopping street 
flanked by two rows of four-storey HDB slab blocks (see item 1 in Figure 29), each 
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accommodating shop units on the ground floor and residential units above (Figure 
30). The types of businesses that can be found along this shopping street include: 
eateries; fashion boutiques; beauty salons; homeware shops; telecommunication 
stores; and medical clinics to list a few. A 14-metre wide pedestrian promenade runs 
between the two rows of slab blocks and is furnished with benches, street lighting, 
and waste receptacles (see item 5 in Figure 29). This pedestrian promenade opens out 
to a substantial public square (see item 6 in Figure 29) whose edges are defined by a 
road to the north, community library to the south, commercial buildings to the east, 
and HDB residential point block to the west. 
 
Toa Payoh Central is an aging community where 26% of the 28,000 residents are 
over the age of 55 (DOS, 2012). In recent years, however, young working 
professionals have moved to Toa Payoh Central as they are drawn to the 
neighbourhood’s amenities and proximity to the CBD. The everyday crowd in Toa 
Payoh Central also includes an influx of outsiders such as office workers, commuters, 
retail vendors, shoppers, students, and retirees. This concentration is a result of the 
town centre’s mixed landuse and connectivity to other parts of Singapore; and, here, 
the spatiotemporal rhythms of residents and visitors alike collide in a dynamic 
performance of place.  
 
Toa Payoh Central, without romanticism, closely resembles the fine-grained 
neighbourhood typology advocated by Jacobs (1961) where dense concentrations of 
people live, work, and play to produce active streets supported by a diversity of 
commercial and non-commercial uses. At the same time, such a heterogeneous 
neighbourhood is also a contact site for contestations and negotiations between  
private, public, and state actors. In the subsequent sections, we will discuss these 






































































































produced and consumed in the intricate spaces and during the informal hours of Toa 
Payoh Central. 
 
4.2.2 Time and Rhythmicity 
The slow stirring of activity at a kopitiam at 6:00am in the morning marks the start of 
a new business day in Toa Payoh Central. These pre-dawn hours are also a time for 
the street cleaners to make their rounds. With many of the retail businesses and 
commercial offices still closed, the shopping street functions primarily as a conduit 
for the flow of morning pedestrians that include: office workers commuting to the 
city centre; children walking to school; and homemakers marketing for groceries. As 
one resident explained:  
Here, in the morning, if I go to the market...I have to meet about six person[s] before I 
can finish marketing and then come back and meet another four person[s] before I can 
come home....you meet them and you have a few conversation[s] with them....You 
can’t help it because it’s a heartlander’s [way]—the people [are] like that, they’re 
very friendly....they’re concerned about one another (Female, 70s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Homemaker). 
 
The pace accelerates steadily after 10:00am from adagio (slow) to andante (walking) 
as retailers open for business. Between 12:00pm and 2:00pm, the tempo shifts into an 
allegro (quick and brisk) rhythm as Toa Payoh Central becomes populated with 
office workers, residents, and the elderly patronising the kopitiam, window-shopping, 
and running errands. At the nearby HDB residential point block, several elderly men 
can be seen gathering in the void deck where they nap, read, socialise, and play chess. 
 
I joined one group of three elderly men for a conversation and learnt that this venue 
has become for them a regular meeting place of choice. The retirees grew up as 
neighbours in Toa Payoh at a time when the area was still a kampong and, although 
they now live in different HDB townships, they make it a point to meet in Toa Payoh 
Central once a week. These old friends usually chat over coffee until 2:00pm, after 
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which they will then head back to their respective homes. Between 2:00pm and 
6:00pm, the activity level in Toa Payoh Central lulls as the afternoon passes. The 
urban rhythm of Toa Payoh Central during the daytime from 6:00am to 6:00pm can 
be described as formal and purposeful (Figure 31).   
 
After dark, however, the urban rhythm takes on a more informal and spontaneous 
nuance as Toa Payoh Central shifts into a nighttime economy (Figure 32).  The crowd 
begins to diversify from 6:00pm onwards as office workers, students, retirees and the 
elderly, caregivers and the physically-disabled, parents and children, and young 
couples converge in the public realm that is Toa Payoh Central. During this time, the 
shopping street is vivace (lively and fast) with people partaking in a cacophony of 
activities that include: eating; shopping; strolling; people-watching; playing; 
loitering; resting; and socialising.  
 
At one sitting area, a middle-aged man engages two young children and their foreign 
domestic caregivers in friendly banter. The casual ease in which they converse with 
one another indicates a sense of familiarity perhaps established through frequent daily 
encounters; this is further demonstrated when the group leaves together in search of 
ice-cream for the children. Not more than two metres away, a young mother settles on 
a bench and feeds her newborn while a grandfather carrying his grandson pauses in 
front of the woman and edifyingly points out the baby to the boy in his arms. These 
two adults, both strangers whose trajectories intersected in that particular space-time, 
exchange smiles before parting ways.  
 
Along the pavement, two foreign domestic caregivers, each assisting a wheelchair-
bound elderly person on a stroll, approach one another and stop momentarily for  





Figure 31 Daytime vis-à-vis nighttime street-level activity along the pedestrian shopping street in Toa 






























































attached to the handle of the wheelchair and the commotion causes a bout of laughter 
that infiltrates the air. Meanwhile, an unsupervised group of children between the 
ages of five and ten are playing a game of ‘tag’—they weave in and out of the crowd, 
oblivious to other pedestrians sharing the same walkway. Children are a common 
sight in Toa Payoh Central and can be observed in the company of their guardians on 
any night of the week until as late as 9:00pm or 10:00pm (Figures 33 and 34). On one 
particular night, I met a young couple who brought their daughter out for a play 
session. As the mother explained: 
We come to this spot because normally they have the person, somebody, selling this 
thing [n.b. a small, lightweight toy that can be propelled into the air with a rubber 
band]. But today, they don’t have it. Normally it’s Fridays. So the kids will play here. 
Yeah, there’ll be a lot of kids....Yeah, it’s a family-friendly place. That’s why even 
when I left Toa Payoh, I still come back here. I mean, I was born and raised [in] this 
area and then [in the] year 2000 I moved out...and then [in] 2008 I came back. I still 
like it here because they have everything here. And it’s safe here (Female, 20s, 
Malay-Singaporean, Resident). 
 
Nighttime in Toa Payoh Central not only attracts families and shoppers, but also 
hobbyists and groups with shared interests. The open square in front of the 
community library, for example, has become a stargazing site for a group of amateur 
astronomers. On clear nights, members of this group would deploy their telescopes 
and voluntarily invite members of the public to view the night sky in an informal 
activity known as ‘sidewalk astronomy’ (Figures 35 and 36). One member of the 
group described sidewalk astronomy as: 
…good hobby to mingle around and for the neighbours to get to know each 
other...because once you deploy a telescope downstairs...your neighbours are bound 
to say hi and drop by rather than the very forced, unnatural way of having a session 
whereby everybody’s supposed to attend this particular community event and...it feels 
a little bit forced. So if it’s naturally [occurring] then it tends to be better (Male, 40s, 
Chinese-Singaporean, Amateur Astronomer).  
 
During a rare lunar eclipse event in December 2011, the group of amateur 
astronomers mobilised and organised two sidewalk astronomy sessions in Toa Payoh 
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Central. The spontaneity of the activity prompted many passers-by to become 
involved participants as they deviated from their paths and temporarily halted their 
evening plans in order to catch a glimpse of the lunar eclipse. For one couple, their 
original intent was to visit an interior decorating store in Toa Payoh but then decided 
on impulse to partake in the sidewalk astronomy session:  
Actually we were on a different mission, we came to do some searching for interior 
decorators out there in Toa Payoh. So we came there and now we’re still standing 
here watching this….. It’s kind of nice, right, because that gentleman is, you know, 
helping everybody to see what’s going on and I think he’s also educating what does a 
lunar eclipse means [sic]….I think it’s nice, right, because it’s one common event 
bring everybody out trying to get to it. It’s kind of nice. It’s definitely bringing all of 
us together (Male, 30s, Indian, Visitor). 
 
Likewise, one father and his two children were on their way home after visiting a 
relative in Toa Payoh when they spotted the queue of people: 
Well, it’s good. In fact, it’s better for the kids because it’s a once in a lifetime 
opportunity and we’re able to witness the eclipse and view it on a better scale for 
free....what they’re doing, it’s good for the community because not everybody has 
equipments that high-tech and for us to see a once in a lifetime opportunity like this 
and be able to benefit from other people’s equipments is of course good for all of us 
(Male, 40s, Filipino, Visitor). 
 
 
The event also caught the attention of individuals who are often located at the 
margins of society due to their physical disabilities or economic disadvantages. One 
group of deaf individuals had adjourned from a meeting and were on their way for a 
late supper but decided to stop and view the lunar eclipse. With the assistance of the 
group’s interpreter-friend, one of the members described the deaf community in Toa 
Payoh: 
...the reason why we’re coming here to Toa Payoh is because there’s a huge deaf 
community that lives here....The people here tend to have exposure to the deaf 
community....there’s a lady working at the newspapers stand, she’s deaf so she tends 
to gesture. And people who buy newspaper from her also would tend to gesture to her. 




Line-dancing is another social activity which transforms Toa Payoh Central’s formal 
public spaces into an informal arena for play and leisure after dark. In the public 
plaza where the self-organised line-dancing ‘jams’ occur, an area is temporarily 
demarcated by a red-and-white tape around its periphery within which line-dancers 
practice their choreography. Along the edges, line-dancers set out their mats, foldable 
chairs, and portable food containers as many of them will stay from the start of the 
activity at 6:00pm to its end at 10:00pm or 11:00pm. Music, ranging from old classics 
to contemporary tunes, blare out of two large portable stereo speakers and create a 
‘feel good’ atmosphere which draws pedestrians and passers-by of all ages. As one of 
the regular line-dancers explained:        
One thing I have to say is line dancer like to dance in the open so there’s a lot of 
people watching. The atmosphere is better, you see. The feeling…. It’s good. In a way 
it’s like social gathering. Sometimes I don’t dance because after work you feel tired. 
You just come to have some chit chat, and so on, just maintain the friendship and so 
on. Not necessary you must come and dance. After dancing almost every day of the 
week, then sometimes it’s come more of the social gathering. Which is good, which is 
very good, for especially people like my age (Male, 60s, Chinese-Singaporean, Line 
Dancer). 
 
An informal activity such as line-dancing, which conducts itself within the public 
realm, does not only help to create a convivial environment for socialisation but also 
a spontaneous occasion for carousing and play amongst community members and 
non-members alike:   
Of course, when they dance happily, when you see them that they enjoy the dance, 
they’re really enjoying, and they’re playing a fool, as an organiser over here, you find 
that it’s shiok [n.b. a colloquial term used to express one’s sense of sheer pleasure or 
happiness]. In the sense that you managed to bring them along to your place where 
you jam and at the same time they’re able to enjoy what you’ve organised for them. 
Especially when you see people playing a fool and laughing and playing, it’s very 
nice to see, so you feel a sense of satisfaction (Male, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean, Line-
dance Organiser). 
 
Toa Payoh Central’s heterogeneous cross-section is a microcosm of Singapore’s 
cosmopolitan society albeit one that is geographically situated in the heartlands. The 
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informal heartland way-of-life is further exhibited at night in the public spaces of the 
neighbourhood (Figures 37 and 38):  
...those granite benches along that area [are] very warm in the afternoon....So once it’s 
evening time then the regulars sit there and chit-chat....Some of them even stay there 
pretty late. Maybe some of them stay [and sleep] overnight....From what I understand, 
most probably they have some family problems with their in-laws or relatives...so 
they just don’t want to see them during the nighttime....[For others] it’s [the] kampong 
spirit because they feel that [during] the warmer months it’s just more airy outside 
(Male, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean, Resident). 
 
Another example of urban informality is the nightly chess games that take place in 
the void deck of the nearby HDB residential point block (Figure 39). Dressed 
casually and sitting on the bare floor, the chess players are intensely focused on the 
game while spectators watch on. For residents living in this HDB block, the nightly 
gathering of chess players at the threshold of their residential domain is an everyday 
occurrence that they have tolerated for more than 20 years. One female resident (20s, 
Chinese-Singaporean) explains that the chess area is a signifier of ‘home’ because it 
is a sight she encounters each time she enters and leaves her home.  
 
By 10:00pm the sound of store shutters rolling down echo through the empty 
shopping street (Figure 40). A few individuals armed with plastic bags and pushcarts 
rummage through the overflowing waste bins to salvage recyclable materials that 
have accumulated over the night. At this time, a lone female wanders about—she has 
come to feed the stray cats, many of whom emerge from their hiding places once the 
shops have closed. The informant explains that there are more than ten cats in the 
area that she feeds on a nightly basis. Her feeding sessions last until midnight and, 
during this time, she will often encounter other likeminded residents who share the 
same cause. Interestingly, it was my random encounter with this particular informant 
that raised my awareness about the practice of sidewalk astronomy in Toa Payoh 
Central and prompted me to investigate the lead: 
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Oh, sometimes there [are] a few young men looking into the sky with their 
telescope[s]....They were here yesterday at that Central place. They [said] they saw 
Saturn, or something, which is [very rare]....So, there’s always a long queue there. He 
[amateur astronomer] comes and goes. Especially when the sky is clear, he will be 
here....He should be here, if he’s here today, he should be here now, until maybe 
1:00am, 2:00am (Female, 20s, Chinese-Singaporean, Resident). 
 
The presence of nighttime denizens and their informal rhythms contribute to the 
production of place and creation of a sense of community that helps to make any 
night out in Toa Payoh Central an (extra)ordinary experience.     
  
4.2.3 Space and Informality 
Modern shopping malls are appearing more frequently in HDB town centres across 
Singapore thereby making any surviving outdoor shopping street like Toa Payoh 
Central an anomaly. Such shopping streets reflect a consumer culture with a heartland 
‘flavour’ characterised by informal business practices and unruly ambience. 
Currently, the HDB has drawn up strict guidelines that permit shop owners to utilise 
the ‘Outdoor Display Area’ (ODA)—a common space fronting each HDB shop 
unit—for the organised display of goods related to their core businesses (HDB, 
2007). These regulations are intended to achieve a sense of formality and order in 
neighbourhoods where small businesses operate (Figure 41). However, as our 
findings reveal, informal appropriation of the ODAs is a common practice in Toa 
Payoh Central.  
 
First, a number of items on display—ranging from fruits to children’s toys and 
mobile phones to undergarments—bear no similarities to the core businesses of the 
immediate HDB shop units as the ODAs are occupied by unrelated vendors. The 
practice of subletting ODAs amongst HDB shop retailers in the heartlands has 
brought attention to the clandestine activity and caused government agencies to react 
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by increasing enforcement. One media report investigated the ‘misuse’ of ODAs and 
found that retailers were using “tricks and tactics to get around the strict rules on 
subletting” such as “claiming that they own a stake in the makeshift stalls set up in 
front of their shops”, with some retailers going so far as to “stock products sold by the 
stalls within their premises” (Ong, 2010). According to the report, retailers claimed 
that subletting the ODAs to third parties “was the only way they could survive the 
economic downturn and afford rent when sales are down” (Ibid).  
 
Second, the display of goods in the ODAs is to be confined within designated areas 
demarcated by red and yellow paint; this is to ensure that public walkways are 
unobstructed. However, a number of retailers contravene these guidelines with the 
employment of mobile equipment such as: makeshift tables and shelving units; roll-
away display counters; temporary partitions; and removable signage—all of which 
give retailers the flexibility to modify the layout of their commercial space as 
required (Figures 42 and 43). Furthermore, retailers also attempt to maximise the 
ODAs by affixing bamboo poles, clothe hangers, and hooks to stationary structures 
such as ceilings and columns for the display of additional merchandise (Figure 44). 
Fashion boutiques, in particular, appear to adopt various advertising techniques that 
involve the use of: mannequins dressed in the latest fashion trends; eye-catching sale 
signs; and popular music playing in the background (Figure 45). As two separate 
retailers explained: 
The items on display outside are the popular designs. The ones we have in the shop 
are more special. We attract people with good design and prices with the display 
outside. The stock we have inside the shop may not be as trendy as the ones displayed 
outside but they are unique and are of higher quality (Female, 30s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Shopkeeper). 
 
...most shopping centres are regulated but we are free to do what we want here. Look 
at my mannequins outside. They all have smiley faces, their body dimensions are not 
very nice but I like the smiley faces. This one is from Thailand. Mannequins from 
Hong Kong have no heads. A lot of tourists take pictures with my smiley-face 
mannequins. The strategy is to put attractive low priced items [outside] to attract 
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customers into the shop. The items displayed outside my shops are about SGD$20+. 
The evening gowns displayed in my shop are priced at SGD$70 to SGD$80, and the 
ones kept inside range between SGD$100 to SGD$200 (Female, 50s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Shopkeeper). 
 
In addition, during the Chinese New Year period, many vendors and retailers will 
embellish their shop space with festive decorations such as red lanterns and paper 
pineapples to usher in good luck and prosperity (Figure 46). These habitual and 
seasonal display practices highlight the desire of vendors and retailers to not only 
maximise their commercial space for economic reasons but also personalise their 
commercial space for aesthetic purposes. The informal organisation and operation of 
the retail businesses in Toa Payoh Central are quintessentially ‘local’ in flavour and 
viewed by many Singaporeans as such:  
This is one of those classical grassroot[s] kind of shopping that I think you can also 
find in other neighbourhoods. It’s a neighbourhood kind of shopping (Female, 30s, 
Chinese-Singaporean, Visitor). 
 
Interestingly, the localised shopping experience in Toa Payoh Central does not only 
attract an older generation of traditional shoppers but also a younger generation of 
youths who, commonly, are assumed to be drawn to the spectacular consumption 
spaces of the city rather than the neighbourhood shopping precincts of the suburbs 
(Figure 47). However, my fieldwork led to several encounters with teenagers and 
young adults ranging from a group of young entrepreneurs playing a board game 
outside their shop unit (Figure 48) to a group of school-aged friends sharing a box of 
durian on a bench. Toa Payoh Central has become a nighttime ‘hangout’ for younger 
residents in the neighbourhood, as demonstrated by two lone female friends (20s, 
Chinese-Singaporean) who had been chatting on a bench since past 10:00pm. The 
pair explained that, unless they were planning for a special event, they and their 
friends would prefer to meet in heartland neighbourhood areas where it tends to be 
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less crowded and the ease of returning home more convenient. Likewise, as another 
young informant attested:  
...I like to hang around in the heartlands. I find that it’s not as crowded, it’s not as 
busy. Everybody is not rushing around, pushing each other. Over here, you just, you 
know you see all the aunties [n.b. an affectionate term of respect referring to women 
over the age of 50]. They’re very friendly, always smiling. It doesn’t really matter to 
them whether you are...going to buy something or not, they’re just very nice to you. 
So I prefer coming around here (Female, 20s, Chinese-Singaporean, Salesperson).  
 
In addition to being a nighttime hangout for local residents, Toa Payoh Central is also 
a shopping destination for visitors from other areas of Singapore. Well-known for the 
abundance of mobile phone vendors, Toa Payoh Central has become a go-to place for 
shoppers in search of new and used mobile phones, accessories, and parts. Moreover, 
with many independent mobile phone vendors located in close proximity, competition 
leads to the common practice of buyers negotiating prices with sellers which 
contributes to the informality of the shopping experience as well as the informality of 
place: 
...they say that Toa Payoh has got more handphone shops than anywhere else....I’ve 
come here a few times...and I’ve got a few good deals [on] secondhand phones....But 
you have to browse around, you don’t go to one shop. The [reason] I come here is 
because there [are] a lot of shops here, handphone shops, so I can browse and mix and 
match the price (Male, 50s, Indian-Singaporean, Shopper). 
 
 
Despite the competition, however, these mobile phone vendors have created an 
informal community of their own based on a shared trade. A mobile phone vendor I 
interviewed explained that this informal industry, though operated by individual 
owners, is linked by camaraderie and commonality: 
We know each other and communicate often. For example...we help each other with 
the mobile phone functionalities for different models. We help each other. We are all 
linked by a common thread (Male, 30s, Chinese-Malaysian, Handphone Vendor). 
 
Another popular commodity item in Toa Payoh Central is durian. A recent 
competition between two durian vendors in April 2012 led to a momentary price war, 
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which attracted enthusiastic bargain-hunters from near and far (Figure 49). 
Customers were actively eating the fruit amidst the crowd and nonchalantly tossing 
the remnant seeds and husks into large baskets set out on the pavement by the 
vendors (Figure 50). In a highly-regulated city-state where the portage of durians 
onboard public transportation is banned and the consumption of durians in 
commercial buildings is viewed as socially uncouth, the blasé manner in which 
durians are transacted in Toa Payoh Central is emblematic of the permeation of urban 
informality in the heartlands. In this regard, the durian price war phenomenon not 
only attracted hundreds of people to Toa Payoh Central over the course of several 
nights but also threw light on the vibrancy and spectacle of the nighttime economy in 
local neighbourhoods.  
 
4.2.4 Summary 
The nighttime economy in Singapore does not only prevail in the city centre but also 
flourishes in quotidian places such as the neighbourhood precinct of Toa Payoh 
Central where ordinary people live, work, and play. Here, informal modes of 
appropriation, negotiation, and democratisation are performed by pedestrians, 
shoppers, vendors, and entrepreneurs during the laissez-faire hours of the night. 
These habitual practices are routine performances enacted by individuals and 
collectives that converge to produce a distinctive “place-rhythm” (Wunderlich, 2008). 
Moreover, these habitual practices are invariably situated in a specific space-time 
context that is fundamental to the daily lives of ordinary individuals and therefore 
shape our experience of urban life and influence our attachment to urban places.  
 
The everyday (night)life in Toa Payoh Central embodies a character that is 
quintessentially heartland in nature, where: residents ‘dress down’ in non-work attire 
comprising t-shirts, shorts, and open-toe sandals for an after-dinner stroll; retailers 
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and peddlers advertise bargains by touting and calling out to passers-by; elderly men 
gather for a friendly chess match in the void decks; and young adults appease their 
appetites with an affordable late night meal before heading home. More significantly, 
these informal activities unfold in the public realm along Toa Payoh Central’s 
outdoor shopping street which facilitates a certain degree of urban informality and 
accessibility absent in privatised consumption spaces such as shopping centres.  
 
A small group made of members from the same church ministry were strolling along 
the pedestrian promenade after their annual dinner had ended in a restaurant near Toa 
Payoh Central. Noting the recent proliferation of new modern shopping centres in 
HDB public housing estates near Toa Payoh—for example, Bishan, Ang Mo Kio, and 
Serangoon—one member of the group who is a non-resident of Toa Payoh suggested 
that:   
…when there’s a shopping centre things are not going to be cheap. So we down here 
[Toa Payoh Central] we still got SGD$2 chicken rice. At shopping centre where got 
SGD$2 chicken rice? Correct or not? (Male, 50s, Chinese-Singaporean, Visitor and 
Member of Church Ministry). 
 
Another member of the group who is a resident of Toa Payoh, added: 
It [shopping centre] can be very crowded and it can really take up space. We don’t 
really need because we have all the facilities here, you know, food. We also have 
entertainment centres, we have a library, we have NTUC here, and we have Shop & 
Save here. So it’s really very convenient. We don’t really need a shopping centre that 
takes up space and jacks up the prices and all that. (Male, 50s, Indian-Singaporean, 
Resident and Member of Church Ministry). 
 
Places of urban informality, such as Toa Payoh Central, in which everyday (night)life 
is embedded can therefore help to ensure that the intangible aspects of accessibility 














Figure 33 Nighttime use of public space in Toa Payoh Central includes this ‘mom-and-pop’ toy car 
rental business which is a popular recreational activity amongst parents and young children, transforming 








Figure 35 An informal ‘sidewalk astronomy’ session attracts passers-by while a funeral wake, in the 
background, simultaneously occupies the same public space. This juxtaposition of uses illustrates the 







Figure 36 The ‘sidewalk astronomy’ attracts members of the public from different walks of life. Photo 





Figure 37 Free public amenities such as benches along the shopping street in Toa Payoh Central provide 




Figure 38 A man rests on a public bench where he can read the evening 




Figure 39 Nightly gathering of chess players in the void deck of a HDB residential point block. The 
regularity of this activity and the community that forms from it contribute to the making of place by 




Figure 40 Most shops in Toa Payoh Central close by 10:00pm, but the pedestrian shopping street 
remains lit until the next morning thereby allowing free access to the public use of street furniture 




Figure 41 Designated ODAs are demarcated by red and yellow paint on the pavement to achieve 

















Figure 42 Retailers use mobile equipment such as pushcarts and trolleys to display merchandise outside 
their shop units and attract potential customers. At the same time, this ‘misappropriation’ of space 




















Figure 43 The informality in which sales merchandise are displayed in Toa Payoh Central is juxtaposed 







Figure 44 Permanent structures such as ceilings and columns are appropriated with non-fixed elements 




Figure 45 A fashion boutique dresses up its store frontage with a haphazard 
display of sale signs, clothes racks, and one-of-a-kind mannequins. Photo 






Figure 46 A ‘pop-up’ vendor specialising in Chinese New Year decorations sets up a temporary shop in 


















Figure 47 A group of youths ‘hang out’ at a kopitiam where they take their seats in close proximity to 
two elderly man sharing a conversation over beer. This multi-generational setting illustrates the capacity 
of an aging and traditionally-planned neighbourhood like Toa Payoh Central to attract people both old 
















Figure 48 A group of young entrepreneurs play a boardgame along the corridor of their shop unit during 
one of their ‘downtimes’. The informality and ludicity of this activity resonates closely with the nightly 













Figure 49 Customers purchasing durians during a price war between two competing vendors. Baskets 
filled to the brim with durians occupy the corridor space, thereby obstructing the footpath and creating a 
situation where pedestrians must self-negotiate amongst themselves a passage through the temporary 




Figure 50 A durian vendor provides baskets in the centre of this seating area for shoppers to dispose of 
uneaten durian seeds and husks. Here, the durian vendor facilitates an urban spectacle where his 
customers become, knowingly or unknowingly, ‘actors’ in the scene that, in turn, is being observed by a 
group of ‘spectators’ resting on the benches in the foreground. Photo by Author, 2012. 
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4.3 Vignette 3: Holland Village and the Everyday (Night)life of a 
Neighbourhood Enclave in the Urban Fringe 
 
4.3.1 Site Context 
Despite its name—and the conspicuous replica of a windmill at the gateway to this 
neighbourhood enclave—the genesis of Holland Village was created in the absence of 
Dutch influence. Instead, Holland Village was formed in the mid-1940s under British 
colonial planning. At the time, Holland Village was established as a modest 
commercial hub with amenities that afforded social and leisure opportunities to 
British soldiers and their families living in nearby military bases situated in and 
around the southern coast of Singapore (Chang, 1995). During this pre-war period, 
two-storey shophouses were constructed in Holland Village. The upper floors of these 
shophouses were used as living quarters thus freeing up the ground floors for 
proprietors to operate their small businesses and trades. In 1946, a makeshift tin- and 
zinc-roofed market was constructed in Holland Village and supplied fresh produce, 
poultry, seafood, and dried sundries such as rice, noodles, garlic, and onions. In the 
1960s, a new extension was added to the market that expanded its operating space 
and offered modern facilities that included partitioned food stalls, lavatories, and an 
administration office. At around the same time, an open-air cinema owned by Eng 
Wah (a local cinema operator) occupied on a parcel of land opposite the market. The 
open-air cinema was little more than an assemblage of wooden benches arranged in 
rows and confined within a perimeter fence (Chang, 1989). 
 
From the 1970s to the present day, Holland Village underwent a succession of 
commercial developments which included two shopping centres: Holland V Shopping 
Mall and Holland Road Shopping Centre (see items 3a and 3b, respectively, in Figure 
51). In 1972, a new HDB public housing estate was developed immediately to the 
west of Holland Village thus increasing the suburban population and introducing a  
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more ‘local’ market in the area (Ibid). In 2012, six of these original HDB residential 
blocks were demolished as part of the government’s Selective En-Bloc Scheme 
(SERS) where select precincts are demolished and redeveloped for higher-intensity 
use. The Masjid Kampong Holland, a mosque situated on Lorong Liput, was 
constructed in the 1970s and has been leasing its current site from the government 
since 1991 (see item 4 in Figure 51). The mosque will need to cease operations by 
2014 as that land together with the adjacent 405-lot carpark are affected by 
redevelopment plans.  
 
In 2006, the market was demolished and rebuilt into the present day Holland Village 
Market & Food Centre (see item 2 in Figure 51). In 2011, construction of a mass 
rapid transit (MRT) station at Holland Village (see item 6 in Figure 51) was 
completed thus providing direct access to this neighbourhood enclave from 
employment clusters in the vicinity such as the one-north business park, National 
University Hospital, and National University of Singapore. Following the completion 
of the Holland Village MRT station, a community park was created and opened in 
2013. This 3,000 square-metre green space is fully landscaped and equipped with 
night lighting and tiled concrete benches; the site also includes a standalone one-
storey state-owned structure leased to a food and beverage (F&B) business.      
 
Today, Holland Village is a commercial neighbourhood enclave characterised by an 
eclectic mix of shophouse styles accommodating businesses and amenities which 
include: restaurants; cafés; pubs; kopitiams; houseware shops; electronic stores; pet 
shops; medicial clinics; and banks (Figure 52). Interestingly, this neighbourhood 
enclave occupies a peculiar niche at the margin where private housing developments 
to the north of Holland Road abut government subsidised public housing estates to 
the south. There are 6,000 residents living in the private housing developments and 













































































































Village. Of the 14,900 HDB-dwellers, 34% of the resident population are over the 
age of 55 (Department of Statistics, 2012). The contrast between the privatised and 
subsidised residential communities in Holland Village is striking from a sociological 
standpoint. Being situated at the nexus of these two residential precincts, Holland 
Village therefore makes for an important study on everyday (night)life as a potential 
driver of social cohesion and community bonding.   
 
4.3.2 Time and Rhythmicity 
At approximately 6:00am the automated lights at the Holland Village Market & Food 
Centre are triggered, illuminating the building and providing light to some of the 
stallholders that have arrived early to make preparations for the start of a new work 
day. By 7:00am, cars are parked bumper-to-bumper along Lorong Mambong as office 
workers and taxi drivers dash in for a quick breakfast at the Holland Village Market 
& Food Centre while wholesale suppliers make rounds with their deliveries to the 
various stallholders. At this time, the market contributes to the morning commotion 
as the few vendors there—from fish and poultry mongers to fruit and vegetable 
sellers—make some brisk sales to their regular customers.  
 
The breakfast and marketing crowd generally tapers off by 11:00am, at which time 
the retail stores and restaurants open their doors for business. The number of 
pedestrians and cars making their way to Holland Village swells between 12:00pm 
and 2:00pm as people working and studying in the vicinity arrive for lunch. A mix of 
local and expatriate office workers, students, retirees, and tourists converge at the 
Holland Village Market & Food Centre filling the high ceilings of the structure with 
unrestrained chatter. Elsewhere, the restaurants are enjoying their share of the lunch 
crowd although most of their customers appear to be homemakers, tertiary students, 
or the self-employed and have the flexibility to expend more time over lunch.  
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On Fridays, at approximately past noon time, Muslim devotees make their way from 
their respective workplaces and homes to the Masjid Kampong Holland on Lorong 
Liput to partake in the Zohor (after midday) prayer session. During this peak time, the 
Masjid Kampong Holland is filled to its capacity with almost 200 worshippers. As 
one devotee explained: 
Friday will be more people, until here [points to the roadside]….Friday is the 
important day….Only one time. There’s no other day. Special only Friday only. It’s a 
must (Male, 70s, Malay-Singaporean, Devotee). 
 
Another member of the Masjid Kampong Holland shared that, given the aging 
population of HDB-dwellers in Holland Village, the demographics of the mosque’s 
congregation has also changed in recent years:  
Yeah, because especially in this Holland now [fewer] young people, [mostly] old 
people and then all got sick and [some] now shifted out, stay with their children you 
know. So now all this [n.b. in reference to the HDB residential blocks near the 
mosque] become lesser and lesser…I think about 70, 80 families here just these few 
blocks. But now you want to find 10 also difficult…Because [the] young [generation 
have] more activity outside. Then they prefer their career first…young people like 
that. So we have understand that (Male, 60s, Malay-Singaporean, Devotee).  
 
Once the lunch crowd has dissipated, Holland Village takes on an andante (walking) 
rhythm between 3:00pm and 7:00pm. During this time, uniform-wearing students 
from several of the nearby local and international educational institutions can be seen 
‘hanging out’ in Holland Village. Many of these students are female youths in their 
mid-teens who generally arrive in small groups as they wander in and browse through 
popular commercial retail outlets that include The Body Shop, Watsons, and 
Guardian. As afternoon turns to evening, the tempo gathers momentum with eateries 
and shops transitioning to their second roster—the night shift (Figures 53 and 54).  
 
Shortly after 6:30pm a police car cruises into Holland Village as two police officers 
swing close and lock the wrought iron barrier gates at six separate locations along 








Figure 53 Daytime vis-à-vis nighttime street-level activity on Lorong Mambong, Sunday 6 January 
2013. Exposure to the afternoon sun discourages outdoor street-level activities, such as alfresco dining, 





Figure 54 A temporal map of the nighttime economy in Holland Village. Image by Author. 
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restricted access to Holland Village thus freeing up the streets for pedestrian foot-
traffic. At approximately 4:30am daily, the police will return to unlock and open the 
gates for motorists to access Lorong Mambong and Lorong Liput during the daytime. 
According to an article in The Straits Times (Sim, 2012), the nighttime closure of 
Lorong Mambong and Lorong Liput to traffic was initiated in 2002 as a security 
measure against potential acts of terrorism that were being feared at the time. The 
same article also reported that, since the conversion of Lorong Mambong and Lorong 
Liput into a vehicle-free pedestrian mall, the street has benefited from brisk business 
contributing to a vibrant night culture: 
The manager of Starker@Holland V restaurant, Mr Xavier Chung, 40, says his 
customers enjoy sitting by the road as it is the place to ‘see and be seen’. Part of the 
fun of dining or drinking in the area, he says, is looking across at the other restaurants 
and bars and ‘enjoying the view’. And the view can be very interesting, says Ms 
Abigail Balvizo, 26, captain of restaurant Everything With Fries: ‘There are people 
dancing on the street, and we have seen marriage proposals in the middle of the road. 
It's very lively when the street is closed’ (Ibid). 
    
By 7:30pm, the tempo at Holland Village is vivace (lively and fast) as families, 
couples, students, and young working professionals arrive for dinner, dessert, and 
after-work drinks (Figures 55 and 56). At the Holland Village Market & Food Centre, 
an expatriate couple from India with their infant are having dinner. The convenience 
of living near Holland Village has enticed this young family to come here regularly 
for their meals which can amount to as many as three or four visits a week. Tonight, 
the couple does not intend to stay late and will return home soon after their dinner as 
the following day is a work day. Two tables down, an older couple living outside of 
but in close proximity to Holland Village has settled down with their chilled beer 
bottles. As the husband orders food, his wife sits at the table and takes a sip of beer 
while people-watching. For them, the appeal of dining at the Holland Village Market 
& Food Centre as opposed to a food court in a shopping centre is the opportunity to 
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become engrossed with the goings-on of public street life. As such, the couple has 
made Holland Village the ‘go-to’ place to have dinner twice a month: 
I think it’s because of the ambience, it’s different…because you can see the scenery 
and I like to watch the people walking about, all this, and the shophouses, so it’s 
something different in that sense.…Shopping centre is different…shopping centre is 
just to go and shop around. So, actually we are not those shopping centre persons so 
that’s why we come here mostly to have our dinner (Female, 60s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Retiree). 
 
Along Lorong Liput, the retail shops are settling their accounts for the day and 
preparing for closing time (Figure 57). In this quieter stretch of the street, inline 
skating lessons occur once a week every Sunday night. On one particular visit, I 
observed a small group of children and adult students hesitantly weaving through the 
cones that their instructor placed on the road. Three young expatriate children played 
alongside the skaters, oblivious to the potential risks of being entangled in an 
accident, while their mothers chatted and watched on from their table at a kopitiam 
situated on the ground floor of a shophouse. From the sidewalk, a young couple was 
sharing a cigarette as they watched the inline skating session. The couple (Male and 
Female, 20s, Malay-Singaporeans, Visitors) came to Holland Village specifically for 
a foot massage at a parlour that their friend recommended. As they are ‘out-of-
towners’, the couple admitted their unfamiliarity with Holland Village and were not 
intending to stay in the neighbourhood for long as they had made plans to catch a 
movie elsewhere.  
 
When the skaters were taking a break, I approached the instructor for a chat. The 
instructor explained how he began teaching in Holland Village: 
This start (sic) because I used to be teaching at Parkway Centre and East Coast Park. 
And because there are a lot of request (sic) for me to go out of that area, so now we 
have decided to open up at Holland V (sic), Bishan Park, Vivocity. This is the first 
lesson. And our lesson is you must not fall to learn to skate, which you don’t believe.  
All you need is to see me teach and you’ll believe me (Male, 60s, Chinese-




Seeing that the inline skating activity had caught the attention of several onlookers, I 
asked the instructor if he had ever been approached by any potential clients from the 
crowd:  
Yeah, sure. That’s for sure. All you need to see (sic) how I teach; if you don’t see 
people falling down, would you sign on? That’s all I want. If anyone falls down then 
they’re spoiling my reputation. But it will happen to children. Children will fall down 
because they don’t listen. They get tired, they still do. And they fall down… (Male, 
60s, Chinese-Singaporean, Inline Skating Instructor). 
 
From the quieter end of Lorong Liput, a middle-aged couple and their teenage 
daughter stroll towards a ‘bubble tea’ (a tea-flavoured drink filled with tapioca jelly 
globules) outlet operating from an at-grade basement unit of the Holland V Shopping 
Mall. As the daughter and her mother queue at the bubble tea outlet for their order, 
her father (Male, 50s, Chinese-Singaporean, Resident) explains that they live in the 
neighbourhood and often take a walk as a family in Holland Village on an almost 
nightly basis (Figure 58). Likewise, a young man and his elderly mother are seen 
walking at a leisurely pace. The informant shares that he comes to Holland Village 
five times a week for a short walk after dinner as well as to buy some baked goods for 
breakfast the following day: 
I stay around here, so it’s routine for me to come out to walk at night just to get some, 
you know, the breakfast for the next day…. just to come and buy some breads for the 
next day (Male, 30s, Chinese-Singaporean, Resident). 
     
Others taking a walk in Holland Village at night also include pet owners and their 
dogs, many of whom are passing through the area or replenishing food supplies from 
one of the two pet stores. On some occasions it is not uncommon to see dogs lying 
under the tables as they accompany their owners at the Holland Village Market & 
Food Centre. As one shopowner quipped:  
…if you spend evening time here, you come to notice an increase in individual with 
their pets, I mean their dogs. Walking their dog, carrying their dog in bag, up and 





This insight did not go unnoticed by a tertiary student from a local university who had 
enrolled in a course on retail management. The student’s project team chose to study 
the consumer behaviour of pet owners in Holland Village. I encountered the student 
one evening at a 24-hour kopitiam in Holland Village while she was having dinner in-
between conducting surveys. When not in Holland Village for an academic 
assignment, the student shared that she and her friends would make the journey to this 
neighbourhood enclave and ‘chill out’ over dinner and drinks: 
…it’s a hangout spot for me and my friends….Because I don’t stay around this area, 
so we will probably meet like one or twice every two months to come over just to 
chill out cause there are a lot of restaurants and stuff like that here….After restaurants 
you can head over to the pubs around this area. So if all the friends just want to gather 
around and talk over dinner, this is the place to be (Female, 20s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Student). 
 
On Friday nights, in particular, Holland Village becomes a massive ‘chill out’ zone 
after 9:00pm for youths in their mid- to late-teens. The majority of these teenagers are 
foreign students studying at the various international schools located in the vicinity of 
Holland Village. They gather at the Holland Village Market & Food Centre, 
occupying multiple tables at a time, chatting, drinking, and spilling onto the sidewalk 
where they stand idling on the pavement with nonchalance (Figure 59). As one 
foreign student explained: 
All of my friends are here and, I don’t know, it’s like a nice like group hangout and 
there’s a lot of space for everyone…. I think it’s because a lot of different schools 
come here as well, so then you always know people here. Like, I came with three 
people but I know like ten of the people sitting here, so it’s a nice place to meet 
people….Oh, and we had UN night, cause we had our UN celebration at our school, 
which is like a big concert and everything and they were doing like the traditional 
New Zealand ‘Haka’ [an ancestral dance of Māori heritage] and then all the students 
came here after so we had about like 15 humongous guys all lined up and they did the 
Haka like right there, in the middle of the hawker centre, cause no one else was here. 
It was quite fun (Female, late teens, British, Foreign Student). 
 
When asked why the students prefer to socialise at the Holland Village Market & 




…over there [n.b. in reference to the restaurants on Lorong Mambong] there’s quite a 
lot of people and there’s not a lot of space and they’re not really used to the noise, 
whereas over here it’s quite open and sort of spacious place where you can bring 
about 20 friends, sit there and chill out and sort of talk and have fun and relax. 
Whereas over there you have to…be respectful and you have to act a certain way and 
you sort of have to be more…what people expect you to be when you’re out and you 
have to be considerate of your surroundings. You can’t be that loud because people 
next to you are having dinner. It’s sort of…the fancy place where people are looking 
to go for a nice meal and just relax, whereas for here…if you’re hungry you can grab 
a bite to eat, sit down with your friends, talk and say what you want (Female, late 
teens, American, Foreign Student). 
 
Music from a live band belts out from one of the pubs on Lorong Mambong and the 
noise filters down towards Lorong Liput—the flow of pedestrians follow the same 
route, many of whom are heading home for the night. As they walk through the 
raucous crowd of revelling youths, along a road that is littered with empty beer 
bottles and disposable food packaging, they appear bemused but not agitated as one 
might expect. A shopowner (Male, 60s, Chinese-Singaporean, Shopowner) describes 
to the scene to me as both “disturbing” and “interesting” at the same time. At one of 
the tables overlooking Lorong Mambong and the throng of restless youths, a resident 
and his two friends are sharing beer and engaging in ‘coffeeshop talk’ (a colloquial 
phrase for friendly banter and discussions typically held in a kopitiam). A friend of 
the resident tells me: 
Personally, I feel that it’s no different from a Singaporean teens (sic), you know, 
drinking at Boat Quay or Clarke Quay. It’s very normal, and we were young before 
and we were doing the same thing. So, of course, those days not many places to go. 
Now, the teens have more places to go….I find that they don’t cause much trouble. A 
bit rowdy, but still OK (Male, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean, Visitor). 
 
The resident agrees with his friend and explains that: 
It’s part and parcel of growing up, I think. You go through that stage, right, you get 
drunk, lie on the road, you start screaming around, after that you grow out of it. It’s 
normal (Male, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean, Resident). 
 
The youths stay late into the night and some continue to loiter in area until the early 
hours past midnight. One restaurant employee (Male, 30s, Filipino, F&B Manager) 
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who works the night shift explains that this Friday night gathering of foreign students 
is a regular phenomenon. The employee exclaims that Lorong Mambong is usually “a 
mess” by the time the last party reveller leaves (Figure 60). The employee also 
mentions that he is astounded by how miraculously everything is cleaned up the next 
day when he arrives for work. The street cleaners and refuse collectors, visible during 
the pre-dawn hours, help to ensure that Holland Village is returned back to an order 
that is acceptable to the daytime crowds. 
 
4.3.3 Space and Informality 
The street corners created by the intersection of Holland Avenue and Lorong Liput 
were once ‘colonised’ by tradespeople that included cobblers, keysmiths, newspaper 
peddlers, and confectionery vendors. Today there are three regular cobblers operating 
on the pavements of Holland Village, two of whom have chosen to ‘set-up-shop’ near 
the main entrance to Holland Village; these two cobblers work side-by-side, although 
the eldest of the two cobblers clarified that:  
No, he is not my friend. He minds his business and I, mine….he has only been here 
two to three years. His father passed away. His father was in the trade for many years. 
[The] son has taken over (Male, 70s, Chinese-Singaporean, Cobbler). 
 
At the end of day, which is typically timed at 6:00pm, the cobblers store their 
equipment neatly and chain them to permanent fixtures such as columns and railings 
to prevent theft. The eldest of the cobblers continues working into the night—he has 
been plying his trade in Holland Village for the past 30 years and was initially drawn 
to this location because he used to live in the area (Figure 61). The cobbler has moved 
to a different township more than five kilometres from Holland Village but continues 
to drive his motorcycle here every morning at 11:00am where he arranges his modest 
set-up and repairs shoes for people until 8:00pm or 9:00pm. When asked about his 
customer base, the cobbler declared: 
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I have many, if not I would not last for some many years as a cobbler (Male, 70s, 
Chinese-Singaporean, Cobbler). 
 
Most of the cobbler’s clients are expatriates who are willing to pay the service fee set 
by the cobbler without bargaining. As the cobbler explained: 
They make money to spend. If they can dine at the restaurants here, money is no 
object. If you go to places where they serve cheap hawker food, things will be 
different.  This place is more upmarket. Most will have to spend at least SGD$8-10 to 
eat in this area (Male, 70s, Chinese-Singaporean, Cobbler). 
 
Up until the 1990s, there was also a mama shop (a phrase derived from Tamil that 
refers to a small convenience store) housed in a wooden shed-like structure covered 
by a zinc roof on Lorong Liput that sold a variety of provisions from snacks and 
canned drinks to newspapers and magazines; that mama shop has since made way to 
the Holland V Shopping Mall. Today, a contemporary version of the mama shop 
exists in Holland Village in the form of a 70-year old family enterprise that sells 
mainly magazines but also a limited selection of provisions. This magazine vendor 
occupies an exterior ‘shoebox’ (miniscule) unit on the ground floor of the Holland 
Village Shopping Centre and, utilising a 15-metre stretch of corridor space along its 
shopfront, has affixed a floor-to-ceiling display rack laterally against the exterior wall 
and assembled a row of waist-high shelves along the outer edge of the passageway 
where magazines are neatly stacked. Bamboo roll-up blinds hang from the edge of the 
ceiling and run the entire length of this passageway so as to protect the goods from 
inclement weather. Congestion along this narrow passageway is commonplace on  
weekends and evenings as pedestrians meander and shuffle pass those that are 
leisurely browsing the magazines (Figure 62). 
 
In addition to Holland Village’s informal sidewalk economy, there is also the 
informal use of the roads as a spatial expansion of the nighttime economy. Once the 
wrought iron barricades are put in place, thereby closing vehicular access to Lorong 
Mambong, service staff from the individual establishments immediately haul tables, 
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chairs, maître d’ stands, and signboards onto the road. This nightly ritual is a 
performance involving the choreographed movement of restaurant servers as they 
deftly arrange and place an assortment of ‘props’ that help to transform the physical 
space and visual character of Lorong Mambong (Figures 63 and 64). Here, 
immaculately dressed tables and sophisticated wicker bistro chairs rub alongside 
understated aluminium tables and haphazard barstools to create an atmosphere that is 
at once trendy and relaxed. This commercial aspect of Lorong Mambong’s night 
culture is further intensified by the dizzying array of ambient lighting and loud music, 
both pre-recorded and live, which emanate from the restaurants and pubs in a 
competition for pedestrian attention.  
 
In the alleyway behind Lorong Mambong, the contrast is striking (Figures 65). Here, 
there is a sense of calm as the pub and restaurant employees quietly take their breaks 
individually or together in small groups. Some restaurants arrange tables and chairs in 
the alleyway for their staff to sit, smoke, and eat their meals (Figure 66). In this way, 
the alleyways are informally colonised with visual markers indicative of the type of 
ownership and the degree of ‘publicness’ that can be encountered there (Ho and Lim, 
1992). Hidden from the public eye, alleyways allow for the relaxation of norms and 
activities otherwise reserved for the front, thereby fostering a sense of community 
amongst the members sharing these common areas: 
Yeah, basically it’s like a downtime, everybody take a break like chit chat with each 
other, you know, talk about whatever happen at inside, you know, talk about some 
customer (Male, 20s, Malay-Singaporean, Restaurant Supervisor). 
 
The ambience here is like you at the beach…then at the same time you have some 
table and you eating with your friends so much more opposite from the outside.  
Outside there is with live band and a lot of peoples so here is much more cozy you 
can say (Male, 20s, Malay-Singaporean, Restaurant Employee). 
 
The back region is also a place for the staging of informal festivities organised by 
members of the Holland Village community, and the Hungry Ghost festival is one of 
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these occasions. The festival is commonly held in neighbourhoods located at the 
urban fringe and heartlands of Singapore. The set-up involves the erection of a tent 
under which a colourfully-decorated makeshift stage provides the platform for live 
entertainment and auctions. Throughout the duration of the festival rituals such as 
incense burning, prayers, and food offerings are practiced. At night, tables fill the tent 
as devotees dine together in a feast that can vary between a moderate meal to an 
elaborate banquet. As the night progresses, a program that includes getai, wayang, 
and puppetry performances are staged to entertain both the living and ‘dead’.  
 
Despite the commercialisation and contemporisation of Holland Village, the Hungry 
Ghost festival tradition continues to be practiced by: former residents of the ‘old’ 
Holland Village who are now existing landlords of the shophouses that they once 
lived in; former clan and secret society members who once patrolled Holland Village 
in the past; current shophouse tenants; and hawker and market stallholders, all of 
whom are invited to contribute a monetary amount per annum to fund the event. As 
one shopowner in Holland Village explained:    
There are two group (sic). One would be the current group and are all those engaged 
in the current business here. And then one of the leader of this community…he will 
contribute ‘X’ dollar…Then you have all various hawker and stallholders and some of 
[them] will participate. So that is one of the group, the current existing people. Then 
you have the other group…what we call the ‘hood’, the ‘thugs’, the gangsters….We 
call them the neighbour ‘hood’ all those with tattoo, big gold chain. They will come 
back, even though they don’t live here anymore, they come back. They used to be the 
local ‘thugs’. That’s why we call them the neighbour ‘hood’, old ‘hood’. Yeah, and 
they have another session, after the operators here have that….So there’ll be two. The 
first one will be more eventful because of those that are doing business here. Second 
one has sort of tapered off because a lot of them have already passed on, so it kind of 
get muted, you know. So, yeah, the second one this year appears to have only I think I 
saw about 10 or 12 of them. Previously there were a lot of them (Male, 60s, Chinese-
Singaporean, Shopowner). 
 
At the Holland Village Market & Food Centre, an altar featuring a figurine of a 
Chinese deity (Figure 67) provides stallholders and devotees with access to a prayer 
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space where they can “express their own religiosity” on a daily basis as well as during 
festive occasions such as Chinese New Year (Lily Kong quoted in Wong, 2009). At 
night, the altar stands elusive at its corner under the lighting of a fluorescent bulb. 
While the vacant Market emits a sense of stillness (Figure 68), the Food Centre 
immediately behind is animated with the sounds of chatter, clinking of utensils, and 
stirring of spatulas against fired woks (Figure 69). Here, the smells of heated cooking 
oil, aromatic spice mixes, and undisposed refuse from half-eaten meals leave their 
scent imprints on the clothes of patrons, some of whom are dressed in immaculate 
office attire and others in t-shirts, shorts, and open-toe sandals. In this place, locals 
eat side-by-side with foreigners, non-residents blend inconspicuously with residents, 
while teenagers and the elderly alike chat amongst their company of friends. 
 
The Holland Village Market & Food Centre is also a living legacy—a place where 
social memories are created and recreated one generation after the next. For one 
father and son pair, patronising the Holland Village Market & Food Centre has 
become a family tradition. The father, a Malaysian citizen residing in the city of 
Johor Bahru, once studied and worked in Singapore during his young adult years. The 
informant’s son recently completed tertiary studies in Singapore and is now working 
in this city-state. The father therefore felt it was only apt to introduce his son to his 
old ‘stomping grounds’: 
…I used to come here and socialise. I studied here and I worked here last time…so 
he’s [n.b. informant’s son] now working here so he does not know the way so I said 
let’s go to Holland Village place…It’s from generation to the next one (Male, 60s, 
Chinese-Malaysian, Retiree). 
 
The history and architectural elements of Holland Village have not escaped visitors as 
well. One Wednesday night, I observed a self-organised group of 12 photography 
enthusiasts conducting a night photography expedition in Holland Village. The 
group’s organiser (Male, 30s, Chinese-Singaporean, Photographer) explained that 
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Holland Village was selected for its heritage and nighttime ambience. The members 
of this group disbanded after an introductory briefing by the group’s organiser and, 
equipped with their camera gear, scoured Holland Village in search of captivating 
night scenes. Two members of the photography group staked a spot at the street 
corner of Lorong Mambong and Lorong Liput (Figure 70). During the prolonged time 
that they spent from their vantage point, attempting to capture images of the Holland 
Village windmill, they were unexpectedly approached by a group of strangers. The 
strangers stopped to chat with the two amateur photographers and a convivial 
conversation unfolded.  
 
After the end of the two-hour photography assignment, the members regrouped at a 
F&B restaurant for an informal session where they critiqued one another’s 
photography work, exchanged advice on photography techniques, and reviewed and 
compared camera equipment. At the discussion table was an expatriate who spotted 
the group while having his dinner at Holland Village and decided to connect with the 
organiser at the F&B restaurant where he could learn more about the group’s 
activities. After that one spontaneous meeting, I learned from the organiser that the 
expatriate decided to join as a member of the group that very same night. The 
serendipity of this unplanned encounter reveals the potential of quotidian urban 
nightscapes, such as Holland Village, to create an atmosphere of informality in which 
convivial relations between strangers can be formed. 
 
4.3.4 Summary 
The eclectic mix of commercial enterprises and the materialisation of informal 
practices within a formal space like Holland Village have created a peculiar night 
culture which is further compounded by its geography—that is, a locale situated at 
the margins of local (heartlander) and global (cosmopolitan). This ‘in-betweenness’ 
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can be observed at the Holland Village Market & Food Centre, as one informant 
explained: 
…if you have like different sort of, you know, different sort of restaurants here 
catering for different groups of people, there will be bound to (sic), you know, attract 
different sorts of people….The locals doesn’t want (sic) to eat Thai Express, they just 
want convenience…but they want to be part of the ‘in’ crowd. So, you know, here is 
‘in-between’. And I can like buy Coffee Bean [n.b. a commercial F&B company 
specialising in coffee products] and sit here…I can sit here and order the food that I 
want which, you know, Coffee Bean does not provide….That’s usually what we do, 
you know, for breakfast, we want the fried bee hoon [n.b. thin rice vermicelli served 
with a choice of toppings that may include eggs, meat, and vegetables] from here but, 
you know, the bread at Provence [n.b. a bakery specialising in Japanese-style pastries] 
is nicer so we go down to Provence and we bring it here. Or, you know, if my sister 
want Crystal Jade [n.b. a F&B restaurant specialising in Chinese cuisine], we buy the 
bread from Crystal Jade and we eat here (Female, late teens, Chinese-Singaporean, 
Resident).  
 
In Holland Village, micro-geographies are created nightly from the convergence of 
informal practices and formal spaces which produce a habitual repetition of ‘in-
betweenness’. For example, the nightly road closure of Lorong Mambong has 
extended the availability of the public realm to pedestrians and businesses thereby 
creating a public commons used simultaneously for various activities that straddle the 
informal-formal binary such as: dining in upmarket restaurants; snacking from the 
pavements; ‘pubbing’ on the streetside; people-watching from the kopitiams; inline 
skating and playing on the roads; and staging of prayers and traditional rites openly in 
the public realm. More significantly, the confluence of residents, non-residents, 
locals, foreigners, young, and old are heightened at night as people come to Holland 
Village to participate in nighttime leisure. When a quotidian neighbourhood is able to 
sustain a vivid public life in which strangers are bound to mingle, it enhances the 
possibility of community members becoming more tolerant and understanding 






Figure 55 A couple in search of a place to have dinner gazes at the offerings of a small kopitiam 
operating on the ground floor of a shophouse. Foldable tables and lightweight stackable chairs are set out 
along the five-foot way at night as a means to increase dining space as well as create an alfresco 




Figure 56 Lorong Mambong is enlivened at night with a throng of diners having their meals alfresco. 
This nightly ritual allows businesses to alter the physical space and visual materiality of Holland Village 
as they transition their meal services from day to night. The pedestrianisation of Holland Village also 
creates a blurring of the private-public divide such that a ‘loose’ understanding of private-public and 




Figure 57 The retail businesses on Lorong Liput close earlier than their F&B counterparts, thereby 
creating a quieter stretch of road where informal activities such as inline skating lessons can take place. 




Figure 58 The pedestrianisation of Lorong Mambong creates an environment conducive for the popular 
nighttime activity of walking and promenading. Here, a family idles on the sidewalk next to an 
individual who is engaged on his phone while groups of passers-by cross paths in an informal street 




Figure 59 A group of foreign students gather on the pavement for social purposes while pedestrians use 
the same space as a thoroughfare. In a more formal and corporatised setting, such idle loitering could 







Figure 60 Empty drink containers are casually left on top of a utility box after all businesses have closed 






Figure 61 A cobbler occupies a spot on the pavement where he plies his trade from midday until 
nighttime. In this contrast between old and new, traditional and modern, is an ‘in-betweenness’ that 
characterises the sociospatial landscape of Holland Village. Photo by Author, 2013. 
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Figure 62 A magazine vendor utilises a 15-metre stretch of corridor space fronting its ‘shoebox’ shop 
unit for the display of merchandise. Congestion is created as pedestrians shuffle pass those that are 
leisurely browsing, which is largely managed through self-negotiations and mutual civility. When such 
types of close encounters with people in space become a routine part of a person’s everyday (night)life, 








Figure 63 An array of ‘props’ transforms the physical space and visual character of Lorong Mambong at 




Figure 64 High tables and bar stools are set out on the road at night for patrons to dine outdoors. Photo 










Figure 65 The ‘back region’ of Lorong Mambong is more than a service area—it is also a place within 
itself where a community of people working in the F&B industry can find a camaraderie and quiet 




Figure 66 An unoccupied chair awaits a visit by the next restaurant 












Figure 67 Stallholders and members of the public can pray and give 
offerings to a Chinese deity featured in this alter at the Holland Village 









Figure 69 The food centre, located behind the market, is filled with a cacophony of noises and smells. 
The food centre is an ‘equaliser’, serving as a common ground for the coming together of diverse people 




Figure 70 Two photography enthusiasts on a photography expedition settle on a spot where they attempt 
to capture images of the Holland Village windmill at night. Photo by Author, 2013. 
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4.4 A Review of the Findings 
The case study vignettes provide both the visual and textual information necessary to 
allow for the surfacing of new and significant findings into the neglected spatialities 
and temporalities of quotidian neighbourhoods at night. A careful and critical reading 
of the discoveries gleaned from the fieldwork data can help us to not only better 
understand the nuances and idiosyncrasies of everyday (night)life but also formulate 
broad generalisations that would prove useful for the downstream planning and 
design of everyday spaces. As such, this section summarises the research findings and 
their revealing insights along three key strands: (1) time and rhythmicity, (2) space 
and informality, and (3) place and practice.  
 
4.4.1 Time and Rhythmicity 
Time is one of the essential means through which space is perceived, experienced, 
and habituated by people. Therefore, in order to effectively plan and design everyday 
spaces that can attract the desirable qualities of urban life, there needs to be a greater 
awareness of time and a deeper understanding of time’s transformative impact on the 
changing character of the built environment. This “temporal esthetic form” of the 
city, as Lynch (1972) describes, is shaped by “gradients, sequences, and rhythms” 
that “play out” over vast stretches of time (p. 199). Examining these temporal 
patterns, as Lynch explains further, can help us to unearth the complex processes of 
urban growth and development. Similarly, on a smaller space-time scale, we can 
develop crucial insights into the daily fluctuations of the neighbourhood so as to have 
greater knowledge of the temporal patterns that incrementally shape our lived 
experiences of place.  
 
The case study vignettes highlight two hidden aspects of place-rhythm that are 
common in the three quotidian neighbourhoods studied. First, the daytime rhythm 
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exudes a formal and purposeful stride which inadvertently regulates the use of space, 
thereby reinforcing certain social and behavioural norms. The nighttime rhythm, on 
the other hand, is played out in a more informal and spontaneous tempo, thus relaxing 
the inhibitions of ordinary people and opening out public spaces to creative 
possibilities. Differentiating this rhythmic variance between the daytime and 
nighttime tempos is by no means an attempt to situate day and night in opposition 
but, rather, to bolster the assertion that day and night constitute a temporal continuity 
and along which shifts in time (ebb and flow) can momentously change the character 
of place.  
 
Second, within this rhythmic differentiation there is a simultaneous rhythmic parallel 
between the day and night. Findings from the case study vignettes illustrate the 
repetitive and mundane nature of everyday life and, similarly, routine and ritualistic 
tendencies of everyday (night)life. The morning commute to work which involves a 
quick breakfast stop at the kopitiam is as much a recurring sequence as is the evening 
meeting with friends for a conversation followed by a visit to the minimart to buy 
provisions for the following day. The former scenario may be enacted in a more 
formal and purposeful manner while the latter in a more informal and spontaneous 
fashion yet, in both instances of work and leisure, there is recurrence of la 
quotidienne that helps to ensure the rhythm of place.         
 
4.4.1 Space and Informality 
In examining more closely the temporal dimension of everyday spaces at night, we 
can also begin to observe and recognise the informal dynamics between people and 
the built environment that become more pronounced only after dark. The case study 
vignettes shed light on the propensity of ordinary people to (re)make physical space 
through uninhibited and creative means and, hence, in the process, (re)define the 
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meanings of place. There are three prominent ways in which this (re)making of space 
and (re)defining of place are enacted in Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and 
Holland Village. First, the temporary informal appropriation of formal urban spaces 
at night can potentially open out new possibilities for a vibrant and inclusive street 
life. For example, if we critically review the ‘infringement’ caused by the display of 
merchandise in areas outside the allowable parameters governed by the state (as 
illustrated by Figures 26 and 42) and examine the potential it creates for spontaneous 
social encounters through convivial people-gathering, then it becomes clearer the 
value of developing planning mechanisms that would allow for informal uses of 
common spaces at night. In addition, the use of public infrastructure for purposes 
other than their designed intentions—for example, playing carom by an alleyway 
(Figure 25), dining on the sidewalk (Figure 55), and resting on the kerb (Figure 59)—
reveals the informalisation of social and behavioural norms after dark, and exposes 
the everyday spatial manifestations of taken-for-granted nocturnal urban practices. 
 
Second, the informal territorialisation of space for social and economic activities at 
night by community members and local businesses in quotidian neighbourhoods not 
only dismantles the rigid divide between private and public spaces that is often 
maintained during the daytime but also, through this relaxation of boundaries, 
engenders a sense of place ownership as people innovate solutions that can 
accommodate one another’s needs. For example, the spatial occupation of open 
spaces on Sunday nights by Bangladeshi migrant workers in Lembu Square (Figure 
20), spatial ‘custody’ of an HDB void deck by elderly men for chess-playing in Toa 
Payoh Central (Figure 39), and spatial encroachment of the nighttime economy onto 
Lorong Mambong in Holland Village (Figure 56) point to the capacity of quotidian 
neighbourhoods to self-manage negotiations between the formal/informal and 
private/public use of common spaces at night. Such civil negotiations help to make it 
possible for differences to coexist in a high-density urban environment like Singapore 
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where people of diverse backgrounds are today living in closer and closer 
proximities.     
 
Third, the case study vignettes are characterised by a low-rise fine-grained urban 
fabric in which buildings are oriented to the street, thereby generating an intimate 
human-scaled environment and making more visible informal channels of 
communication between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ spaces. For example, the ground floor 
shop units in Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village open out to the 
street with multiple variances of semi-private and semi-public transition spaces in-
between. This transparency provides a visual pathway from one spatial realm to 
another and enables onlookers (both inside and outside) to receive information about 
not-so-distant people and settings. In this way, having “eyes on the street” (from 
within the buildings) and, conversely, eyes on the buildings (from the street), can 
heighten the experience of place at night by making urban life more visible to the 
public (Jacobs, 1961, p. 35). Lastly, there is a tendency for the inversing of indoor 
and outdoor spaces in quotidian neighbourhoods at night, such that outdoor public 
spaces are used for activities associated with the domesticity of indoor private spaces 
(sleeping, reading newspaper, playing games, acts of intimacy). In this way, the 
blurring of physically and culturally defined boundaries between inside and outside 
creates many possible levels of outsideness (Relph, 1976, p. 50) and, therefore, 
greater opportunities for urban vitality in the public spaces of everyday (night)life.          
 
4.4.1 Place and Practice 
The informal modes of spatiotemporal practices that transpire in quotidian 
neighbourhoods contribute to a participatory (and, to some degree, democratic) form 
of place-making by civil society. The ‘loosening’ of public spaces after dark for 
creative possibilities not only allow for more unpretentious forms of play and ludicity 
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but also enable ordinary people to participate in the making of everyday space and 
production of public life (Franck and Stevens, 2007). As Madanipour (2003) argues, 
public spaces are akin to theatre sets in that they provide a stage for the performance 
of public life—some stages are intentionally designed to serve as aesthetic backdrops 
while others play active roles in the performance itself (p. 205-206). More 
importantly, however, is the recognition that the same stage may operate very 
differently, thus affording different patterns of behaviour, at different times whether it 
is over the span of 24-hours or over the course of a year (see discussion on 
“behaviour setting” in Lang, 2005, p. 8-9). For example, sun exposure on the 
pedestrian shopping street in Toa Payoh Central during the daytime discourages most 
people from staying outdoors for extended periods of time (Figure 30). At night, 
however, the same milieu affords a different set of behaviours and practices as people 
relax on the benches, stroll along the promenade, and partake in streetside 
transactions of the nighttime economy (Figure 50).  
 
During this time, the place-making agents are made more visible—that is, the actors 
and spectators of everyday (night)life whose interchanging, yet recurring, roles help 
to strengthen place identity and instil a sense of community. This collective 
experience of place-making through “common ways of marking and structuring 
time”, of reinforcing a particular “spatial emblem of time”, is peculiar to each 
community (Lynch, 1972, p. 125-126). Despite evident differences in the nuances and 
idiosyncrasies of urban practices arising from the informal nighttime economy of 
Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village, which give these quotidian 
neighbourhoods their unique place characters, there are also analogous urban qualities 
of ordinary nightscapes that I argue can contribute to the making of a more inclusive 
city after dark. Employing further evidence from the case study vignettes, the 
following chapter will delve into a deeper analysis and discussion on the inclusive 




ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 
 
5.1 Everyday (Night)life and Social Sustainability 
Contemporary urban nightlife plays a significant role in the making of global cities 
today. More than simply a means of merrymaking, boosting civic pride, and creating 
job opportunities, the nighttime entertainment industry is contributing to the larger 
urban economy with its potential to attract foreign direct investment, creative talent, 
and tourism. At the same time, however, the spectacular nightscapes and privatised 
consumption spaces of the postmodern city are excluding large segments of the urban 
population along the lines of age, class, and ethnicity. If cities are to become the 
economically vibrant and socially sustainable environments that policy-makers, 
planners, architects, and citizens envision then issues of accessibility, tolerance, 
diversity, and participation need to be addressed not only within the formal realms of 
the daytime but also the informal realms of the nighttime.  
 
In the previous chapter, I presented the findings from my fieldwork in the urban 
nightscapes of three quotidian neighbourhoods. In spite of their different urban 
histories, geographic locales, and socioeconomic profiles the three case study 
vignettes collectively reveal the significance of an informal nighttime economy and 
demonstrate the equivocality of everyday (night)life in a rapidly changing global city 
like Singapore. By investigating the variations and nuances of the temporal rhythms 
and spatial practices in Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village we 
can better appreciate the nocturnal peculiarities and nighttime urbanisms of everyday 
places. These after-dark mundanities—from the playing of boardgames and 
consumption of food on the pavement to the watching of movies and selling of 
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commodities from the sidewalk—are embedded within the everyday public realm 
where ordinary people habitually make and remake spaces for social interaction and 
economic transaction.  
 
In revealing the informal and arcane nature of quotidian nightscapes, the case study 
vignettes also highlight the creative possibilities of everyday (night)life to facilitate 
entrepreneurship, social cohesion, and place identity. I argue that these and other 
creative possibilities are enabled through four interrelated aspects of social 
sustainability found in everyday nightscapes which include: accessibility, tolerance, 
diversity, and participation. In this way, everyday (night)life counteracts the spectacle 
of the entertainment city which is often fraught with socioeconomic inequalities 
produced through the contemporisation, commodification, and control of urban 
nightlife. In the following subsections, I will analyse the four facets of social 
sustainability in the quotidian neighbourhoods of Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, 
and Holland Village and explore the kinds of creative possibilities that could stem 
from everyday (night)life.  
 
5.1.1 Accessibility 
In A Theory of Good City Form, Lynch (1981) retools the concept of ‘access’ by 
giving due consideration to the cognitive factors, or “felt qualities”, of its constitution 
(p. 187). Here, the intangible elements of accessibility include the “diversity of things 
given access to, the equity of access for different groups of the population, and the 
control of the access system” (Ibid, p. 203, italic emphasis in the original). Examining 
accessibility by way of these qualitative conditions can help us to better understand 
the perceptual features of urban space that urban dwellers value. If we add to this 
understanding the temporal dimension of urban space, we can further observe the 
direct impact of accessibility on liveability and quality of life.  
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During the day, public spaces are made accessible out of necessity in order to allow 
the trajectories of diverse individuals—from corporate executives to delivery 
personnel and taxi drivers to food vendors—to intersect one another in a daily 
performance of work and labour. At night, however, these same public spaces 
transform into compartmentalised leisure zones that prosper from the fact that patrons 
are there expecting to mingle with people of apparent likeness. As such, access is 
compromised in a way that makes certain places inclusive during the day but 
exclusive at night. In this section, we will discuss the alternative possibilities of urban 
nightlife by employing Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village as 
demonstrations of what accessible urban nightscapes could entail. 
 
Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village are each located within less 
than 300-metres of a MRT station. Such proximity to the island-wide rail network not 
only enhances physical accessibility but also creates porosity such that anyone with 
the means to travel by public transportation can visit these neighbourhoods. However, 
the decision to slowly linger as opposed to quickly pass through these 
neighbourhoods is determined by the “staying psychology” of place (Gehl, 2010, p. 
139). What makes Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village conducive 
as places where people stay-on to dine, shop, play and idle in the hours after dark? To 
answer this question, I shall speculate on three possible reasons: (1) free access to 
public amenities; (2) low-barrier access to goods and services; and (3) ease of access 
to people.  
 
Unlike some areas of the city where the availability and use of outdoor rest areas are 
generally insufficient or require patrons to purchase food and beverage items from a 
commercial vendor, the quotidian neighbourhoods of Lembu Square, Toa Payoh 
Central, and Holland Village are equipped with public amenities ranging from 
benches and tables to litter bins and night-lighting that are free to use and accessible 
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at all times. Moreover, built structures such as raised planters and MRT station 
entrance façades double-up as public seats, whether that may or may not have been 
the original design intention; at the same time, appropriation of sidewalks, pedestrian 
guard rails, and bollards for resting is also a widely accepted norm (Figures 71 and 
72). During inclement weather, shelter can be found along the semi-public five-
footways, in the HDB void decks, and at the hawker centres which are accessible 24 
hours a day. As such, free access to public amenities plays a significant role in the 
production of third places where users can create for themselves an informal setting 
outside their homes and workplaces to engage in nighttime leisure and recreation. 
Lembu Square, in this regard, functions formidably as a third place for Bangladeshi 
migrant workers while Holland Village performs effectively as a nighttime ‘hangout’ 
popularised by youth and young working adults. Over time, such neighbourhoods 
instil amongst their residents and visitors a sense of belonging and feelings of 
attachment to place.  
 
Second, given that personal style can be a representation of ‘Self’ and social class, 
commercial establishments such as fine dining restaurants and performing arts 
theatres often adopt dress codes in order to maintain a particularly formal 
environment. Likewise, urban districts and nighttime entertainment zones may, 
deliberately or innately, protect their place character by privileging certain types of 
dress styles and social behaviours over others. In March 2011, for example, a regular 
patron of Holland Village commented on a local radio station that the presence of 
heartlanders in Holland Village was tarnishing the image of the neighbourhood: 
They come in shorts and slippers and like, weird coloured hair. Yeah, and the 
heartlanders, people from like Ang Mo Kio, Yishun, Toa Payoh and the nearby Bukit 
Batok...they come here, to our coffee shop, and dress like one kind, talk like one 
kind...Very uncultured, and no manners...Please stay where you are, I think you fit 




The comments of radio caller ignited strong rebukes from members of the public and 
prompted users of the social media site, Facebook, to self-organise an informal event 
which was named ‘1,000 peeps to Holland V in Singlets, Shorts and Slippers Day’ 
(Figure 73). Although Holland Village is arguably more cosmopolitan in character 
than Lembu Square and Toa Payoh Central, it is nevertheless a quotidian 
neighbourhood with local qualities given its geographic proximity to 14,900 HDB 
dwellers (DOS, 2012). The unpretentious urban character of Holland Village helps to 
remove any stigma related to personal appearances such that one can be having 
dinner while immaculately dressed or window-shopping in casual clothes. One 
resident (Male, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean) describes Holland Village as “an ‘in’ 
place out of town” where people can enjoy a slice of nightlife without travelling into 
the city centre. As one patron of the Holland Village Food Centre explains: 
…for us, we drink at the hawker centre, but we still feel the vibrance (sic). We don’t 
have to go to pubs, we can still listen to music. We can still watch [televised] football 
from here. So it’s like two of both worlds, you know what I mean. So you don’t have 
to spend much money and still enjoy everything (Male, 40s, Chinese-Singaporean, 
Visitor). 
 
Likewise, the nighttime economy in Lembu Square and Toa Payoh Central is socially 
sustainable as it allows people to enjoy low-barrier access to goods and services 
regardless of their socioeconomic backgrounds thereby prolonging the staying 
psychology of place (Figures 74 and 75). 
 
Third, in a multicultural and multilingual society like Singapore, social interactions 
and business transactions are conducted in a number of different languages and 
dialects. This is particularly useful for new immigrant groups, elderly Singaporeans, 
and the illiterate who may have difficulties communicating in English (the lingua  
franca of a postcolonial Singapore). In Lembu Square, Bangla is the predominant 
language spoken, while Chinese dialects are common in Toa Payoh Central and a 
cosmopolitan range of languages can be encountered in Holland Village. These 
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neighbourhoods provide an informal setting conducive for different types of 
interaction amongst the various sub-groups living in a global city thus facilitating 
ease of communication that could lead to the nurturing of convivial friendships and 
business relationships.  At the same time, the spatter of Hindi music emanating from 
the shops in Lembu Square together with the occasional slip of the foreign 
tongue by expatriates living in Toa Payoh Central, and the proverbial usage of 
Singlish (a colloquial form of English spoken in Singapore) in Holland Village allow 
the assertion of difference and identity amidst continuity. It is this ease of access to 
people of similarity and dissimilarity that can help to foster social sustainability in the 
city at night.  
       
5.1.2 Tolerance 
Accessibility alone does not create socially sustainable communities. There needs to 
be a mutually-accepted level of tolerance for potential differences, digressions, and 
disorders arising from the plurality of people and activities that access generates. 
Without tolerance, places that are accessible in the physical sense of the term may in 
fact exhibit outward signals and sentiments of exclusion. The public spaces along 
Marina Bay, for example, exude a particular kind of consumptive culture that appeals 
to individuals with discerning tastes in fashion, art, and entertainment. In order to 
maintain this illusion, there are social norms that uphold certain ways of dressing, 
behaving, and speaking. Intolerance arises when these social norms are not met. As 
Hemker and Koopman (2005) argue, “the extremes of tolerance” are “flouted and 
embraced” after dark (p. 101). At night, the city provides a stimulating environment 
for experiential learning which can either foster tolerance and civility or inculcate 
intolerance and incivility. If the spectacular mega-projects and privatised 
consumption spaces of the city create places of exclusivity, where can we find the  




The everyday (night)life in an informal and quotidian neighbourhood like Toa Payoh 
Central, for example, exhibits an unfettered tolerance for plural activities where: 
public benches function as temporary beds; kerbs serve as places to rest and sit; and 
open spaces transform into an imaginative playground for children (Figure 76). In 
The Public Realm, Lofland (1998) contends that there is significant “educational 
value” and “learning potential” in the public realm, particularly for children: 
Here they can learn how to relate to nonkin women and men, how to seek help when 
needed, how to move among crowds, how to take responsibility for people to whom 
one has no friendship or family ties, how to find adventure in mundane niches, and 
how to feel comfortable with different kinds of people, among many other lessons (p. 
232). 
 
In addition, there also appears to be tolerance for practices that deviate from local 
ordinances that regulate the use of space. Cycling, for example, is prohibited along 
the shopping street in Toa Payoh Central where pedestrians have the right-of-way. 
Nevertheless, bicyclists, whether knowingly or unknowingly, continue to contravene 
this bylaw while pedestrians have learnt to negotiate the footpath with other users. 
Similarly, receptacles for refuse are dispersed throughout Toa Payoh Central for the 
disposal of litter. Every night, however, these bins amass refuse faster than they can 
be cleared; and, when the bins are filled beyond capacity, discarded items then 
accumulate in piles next to the bins (Figure 77). What may be considered a visual 
blight to the urban landscape is instead seen as a recycling ground for opportunistic 
karang guni collectors whom residents and shopkeepers tolerate as members of the 
community.  
 
The neighbourhood nightscape of Holland Village is also a place where tolerance is 
bred. Here, public space is used in multiple yet non-competing ways: the Holland 
Village Market & Food Centre doubles as an eating place as well a studying place for 
students (Figure 78); the streets provide a practice space for in-line skating while 
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patrons dine along the edge; and the MRT station concourse serves as an entry and 
exit point for commuters while providing pedestrians with place to rest and people-
watch. Increasingly, there also appears to be greater tolerance in Holland Village for 
pets, particularly dogs, which are seen accompanying their owners for alfresco dining 
and after-dinner walks (Figure 79). In Singapore, pets are allowed in specially-
licensed food retail outlets that comply with laws and regulations on food-handling 
practices and environmental health (National Environment Agency, 2011). In spite of 
these formal requirements, licensed pet-friendly F&B outlets in Holland Village 
remains ambiguous as pet owners, F&B operators and the public appear to have 
adopted a mutually-accepted level of compromise and understanding. During one of 
my nighttime visits, I encountered a woman and her three Chow Chows at the 
Holland Village Market & Food Centre. The dogs were encircled by curious 
pedestrians and awestruck onlookers armed with camera-phones. The woman 
appeared unaffected by the attention and explained that:     
The people here are more open, open to your pets. So it’s really comfortable. 
Sometimes, you know, dogs when they see—especially the big one, the white one, he 
feels hot so often—the door open and [they try] to catch some free aircon, the people 
will just laugh over it. If this were to happen anywhere else I think they will find it 
irritating. So the people here I think, basically, they are really more open…(Female, 
40s, Chinese-Hong Kong SAR, Homemaker). 
 
Unlike Toa Payoh Central and Holland Village, Lembu Square is an anomaly as 
tolerance is necessitated here rather than cultivated. Planning policies have 
legitimised the operation of brothels in this ethnic quarter, containing such activities 
in a marginalised site at the periphery of mainstream society. Other types of 
businesses in the neighbourhood either learn to coexist alongside such notorious 
activities and alternative practices or uproot to another area. Given the lower 
economic barrier to entry in Lembu Square—where the median monthly rental per 
square metre is SGD$50.53 for shophouse properties on Lembu Road, compared to 
SGD$97.27 on Dickson Road located 400 metres south of Lembu Road (REALIS, 
2002)—some businesses may believe that the environmental externalities outweigh 
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the costs of relocation. Hence, tolerance becomes a necessary trait of these businesses 
thus demonstrating the capacity of communities at the margins to endure differences, 
digressions, and disorders.   
 
5.1.3 Diversity 
The global city and its postmodern nighttime economy are spawning multiple zones 
of “non-places”, which collectively form to create an urban landscape that is ever 
more homogeneous and monotonous (Augé, 1995). These non-places, that is, spaces 
produced in the moment for the mass circulation, consumption, and spectatorship of 
people, goods, and services are an effective economic and communicative means to 
position a city on the world stage. However, as non-places lack the relational, 
historical, and identity concerns of ‘places’ there is a sense of dislocation and 
unsettledness as "people are always, and never, at home" (Ibid, p. 109). Furthermore, 
contemporary shopping centres, entertainment complexes, bar-pub-club districts, and 
other such non-places in the commodified urban nightscapes of a global city are 
creating a habitat of individualism “that discourages association, one in which people 
withdraw to privacy as turtles into their shells, denies community and leaves people 
lonely in the midst of many” (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 203). In contrast, everyday 
(night)life and its informal modes of spatiotemporal practices generate places of 
diversity.  
 
Diversity is paramount to the existence and relevance of quotidian neighbourhoods in 
a competitive global environment. As cities grow and their urban economies advance, 
wide income disparities may develop thus creating separate demands for goods and 
services and opening a market for informal aspects of the urban economy (Sassen, 
1994). The everyday (night)life in neighbourhoods like Lembu Square, Toa Payoh 
Central, and Holland Village produces sites of difference, diversity, and depth; this, 
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in turn, diversifies the spectrum of nighttime leisure options in a postmodern city and 
provides opportunities for the disenfranchised to be included in the city-making 
process as producers and consumers. Here, we will discuss three categories of 
diversity: (1) diversity of people; (2) diversity of commodities and amenities; and (3) 
diversity of urban aesthetics. 
 
An ordinary night out in Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central and Holland Village can 
lead to random encounters with different identities ranging from: young parents 
taking their children on a stroll; angst-ridden youth ‘hanging out’ with friends; elderly 
men playing chess; migrant workers engaging in a game of carom; working class 
vendors selling novel items; local and expatriate young working professionals 
socialising over dinner and drinks; and pet owners walking their dogs. It is not only 
interesting to note the diversity of people that converge in these quotidian 
neighbourhoods but also the intensity at which this diversity exists after dark. Here, 
everyday places have the potential to draw a greater mix of people throughout the 
night as a large daytime workforce sets out in search of leisure and entertainment thus 
effectively becoming mass consumers of the nighttime economy. Such a diverse and 
intense confluence of people can be observed in an informal setting like that of a 
kopitiam or hawker centre which attracts not only a regular crowd but also a more 
varied cross-section of the urban population (Figures 80 and 81). 
 
The diversity of people observed in Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland 
Village could be directly linked to the business mix in these neighbourhoods which 
exhibits a kind of transnationalism propagated by new immigrants, disenfranchised 
local population, and emerging creative class. As Zukin (1998) posits: 
…the shopping streets frequented by immigrants and native-born minorities are 
avatars of new urban and ethnic identities. On streets in New York City, Los Angeles, 
Atlanta, or Toronto, shoppers, peddlers, store owners, managers and clerks are likely 
to be Africans, 'Caribbeans', Koreans and African Americans....'Aestheticised' 
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commodity worlds are not rejected, but are irrelevant in these streets. Here, 
transnational' consumers interact and develop their own urban lifestyles. They are 
neither 'detached' nor particularly 'reflexive'. The interaction and juxtaposition among 
urban lifestyles—especially in spaces of consumption—indicate a 'hybrid' urban 
culture...rather than domination by corporations or the middle class. On these streets, 
diversity thrives (p. 836). 
 
Similarly, in Lembu Square and Toa Payoh Central, for example, longstanding 
businesses and corporate brands exist alongside ‘traditional’ mobile street vendors 
that occupy the five-foot ways and public walkways (Figures 82 and 83). Here, 
formal enterprises range from international corporate brands to small family 
businesses, while informal trades include a mix of food vendors, news peddlers, 
keysmiths, cobblers, and mobile phone dealers. In the neighbourhood enclave of 
Holland Village, however, there is a wider disparity between ‘big’ and ‘small’ 
businesses thereby polarising the consumer market yet without necessitating 
sociospatial segregation. For example, a cup of kopi (black coffee served with 
condensed milk) from the Holland Village Market & Food Centre and a comparable 
cup of brewed coffee from the Starbucks outlet in Holland Village are priced at 
SGD$1.00 and SGD$3.70, respectively. If the Holland Village Market & Food Centre 
and other relatively affordable ‘local’ F&B options nearby were to be absent, Holland 
Village may very well become a homogeneous enclave similar to other exclusive 
dining districts in Singapore such as Dempsey Village and Gillman Village.  
 
In terms of the built environment and urban character, the discernible iconographies 
of Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village are evocations of their 
respective cultural and geographic communitas. As Cohen (1985) argues, symbols 
play a significant role in the construction of societal norms and such norms form the 
basis of a community. People, both insiders and outsiders, associate certain symbols 
as belonging to the norms of a particular community. The observance and practice of 
these norms help to affirm one's place within his or her community. A closer 
examination reveals that the quotidian neighbourhoods of Lembu Square, Toa Payoh 
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Central, and Holland Village share a common visual (symbolic) trait—that is, a 
diversity of urban aesthetics. In these ordinary places, there is an informal articulation 
of style demonstrated by the: uncoordinated display of merchandise; haphazard 
placement of signage and decorative elements; makeshift storage and shelving; 
repurposed equipment; and appropriation of public property (Figure 84). Here, the 
visual texture produced and asserted by individual shopkeepers and street vendors 
appear to be a design transgression away from the ‘global’ standards of style that 
have come to characterise contemporary shopping centres and modern consumption 
spaces. Instead, a kind of physical disorder is commonplace in quotidian 
neighbourhoods which exposes both the built environment and its dwellers to 
multiple creative expressions and adaptations of urban space.  Diversity, therefore, 
allows ordinary settings to expose their extraordinariness by generating places that:  
…seem to evoke pleasure because in their crowding together of people and things 
and elements and in the diversity of stimuli and the spectacle that are created by this 
crowding, there is to be found…a kind of visual excitement, a quality of electric 
invigoration….[This] pleasure is not the exclusive province of grandeur: it resides as 
well in humble spaces. It also resides in the commonplaces of everyday interaction 
(Lofland, 1998, p. 86-87).  
 
At night, the informal rhythms, acoustics, aesthetics, and habitués of quotidian places 
like Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village intensify thus enabling 
people, as part of their everyday (night)life, to encounter diversity in various forms 
which, ultimately, help to generate a sense of place—a sense of community. 
 
5.1.4 Participation 
Uninhibited and spontaneous acts of play, leisure, and recreation unleash the potential 
of public spaces and enhance the lived experiences of places thus providing the 
stimuli for a vibrant and creative city (Lofland, 1998; Stevens, 2007). During the 
daytime, however, the public spaces of the city tend to personify the structured and 
regimented order of a formal urban system which may impede playful and ludic 
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public behaviour. By contrast, public spaces at night offer a relaxed environment that 
allows people to engage in informal practices as well as enact certain civil liberties. 
Everyday (night)life, therefore, not only contributes to social sustainability by 
extending the utility of urban spaces into the hours after dark but also serves as a 
“barometer of the democratic well-being and inclusiveness of our present society” 
(Hou, 2010, p. 16). 
 
The nighttime sidewalk astronomy sessions in Toa Payoh Central, for example, is an 
illustration of a bottom-up initiative by a group of amateur astronomers. In carving 
out and occupying an area of public space for their activity, the amateur astronomers 
create a milieu for strangers to not only share in the communal experience of star-
gazing but also participate in the process of community-building. Similarly, the 
diversity of urban aesthetics at night transforms Holland Village into the setting of 
choice for a group of photography enthusiasts to hone their skills and pursue their 
hobby as a social collective (Figure 85). The informality of the photography group’s 
activity and the spontaneity in which the activity enables encounters with strangers 
significantly contribute to the everyday (night)life of Holland Village thereby 
punctuating an ordinary urban nightscape with episodes of discovery, possibility, and 
ludicity.  
 
As “the locus where everyday life manifests itself, where solutions are sought to 
remedy failures in the formal system, and where resistance is galvanized” (Laguerre, 
1994, p. 23), public spaces also have the capacity to promote active citizenry. On 
Tuesday evenings in Toa Payoh Central, for example, a crowd of residents mill 
outside the doors of the neighbourhood constituency office where they meet with 
their elected Member of Parliament on matters concerning their community and 
personal livelihoods. However, more than simply serving as an outlet for remediation 
and exchange, the “meet-the-people” sessions in Toa Payoh Central also act as a 
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visual barometer of the civic role of public spaces in nurturing engagement between 
civil society and the state. The competitive nature of globalisation and fluid mobility 
of capital are contributing to “increasingly complex” relations “between state, civil 
society and capital” in contemporary cities today (Douglass et al., 2008, p. 3); 
therefore, the spatio-political function of the public realm as a staging ground for 
civic participation cannot be underestimated. 
 
Participation in the public realm can take a myriad of forms—ranging from small 
individual acts to large collective assemblies and spontaneous activities to planned 
occasions—which open up spaces of “looseness” where people are enabled to  
become both active producers and consumers of urban life (Franck and Stevens, 
2007). In Toa Payoh Central, a public plaza is transformed at night into an informal 
performance arena for an assembly of line-dancing enthusiasts (Figure 86). In Lembu 
Square, it is the small acts of many participants which multiply in space and repeat 
over time that shape the spatiotemporal character of the neighbourhood. Here, 
migrant workers, sex workers, entrepreneurs, immigrants, locals and tourists are 
involved in the everyday (night)life which comprises informal activities that include: 
eating and drinking; shopping; relaxing; people-watching; socialising; playing carom; 
reading; and TV-watching. The opportunity to participate in these activities albeit at 
the marginalised periphery of the urban public realm is, nonetheless, a significant 
condition of social sustainability in a cosmopolitan city like Singapore. As Franck 
and Stevens (2007) explain: 
Through the diversity of actions and actors it invites, loose space nurtures 
particularity in the urban public realm, sustaining local practices and allowing the 
identity of place and culture to flourish. These practices may change over time as 
cultures change or as immigrants bring their customs with them, but in all cases 
differences between places arise from the actions of the occupants themselves (p. 20-





















Figure 71 Spectators watching a line-dancing session in Toa Payoh Central 
stand at the periphery while others who intend to stay longer use the 














Figure 72 The kerb serves as a site to sit, eat, and people-watch in Holland Village. Here, after 
purchasing ice-cream from a nearby convenience store, two friends walk out to the kerb and find a 















Figure 73 Footwear ranging from open-toed sandals to covered work shoes worn by pedestrians and 
shoppers illustrates that anyone regardless of his or her socioeconomic background can access Holland 























Figure 74 Middle-class consumers enjoy the same access as migrant workers to affordable commodities 






















Figure 75 An immaculately-dressed woman purchases ice-cream from a street vendor in Toa Payoh 







Figure 76 A young child uses elements of the built environment to enrich her 



















































Figure 77 Waste bins amass refuse faster than they can be cleared leaving 
recyclable materials to be salvaged by karang guni collectors at the end of 









































Figure 78 Students occupy a table in the Holland Village Market & Food 
Centre to work on a school assignment, thus demonstrating how collective 
















Figure 79 Pet owners dine alfresco with the company of their dogs, alongside non-pet owners, on the 






















Figure 80 A 24-hour kopitiam in Toa Payoh Central offers both halal and non-halal food options, 























Figure 81 A diverse group of young adults sharing a meal at a 24-hour kopitiam in Holland Village 



















Figure 82 A fruit vendor creates a makeshift stall along the five-foot way fronting a formal business in 









Figure 5.1.3d A mobile street vendor selling roasted chestnuts occupies a site on the public 
walkway fronting a formal F&B restaurant in Toa Payoh Central. Photo by Author, 2011. 
Figure 83 A mobile street vendor selling roasted chestnuts occupies a site on the public walkway 




Figure 84 The informal display and arrangement of merchandise along the pedestrian shopping street in 




















Figure 85 A group of amateur photography enthusiasts engage in conversation inside a F&B restaurant 





































Figure 86 A self-organised group of line-dancing enthusiasts transform a 
public plaza into an informal performance stage for their social activity. 
Photo by Author, 2011. 
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5.2 Tensions and Conflicts 
In the previous section, I discussed the four interrelated aspects of social 
sustainability that operate as building blocks for a vibrant and inclusive urban 
nighttime economy. The first and foremost criterion towards generating social 
sustainability at night is accessibility, without which exclusion will persist and the 
creative possibilities of civic life limited. Once provisions for free access to public 
amenities, low-barrier access to goods and services, and ease of access to people are 
established the plurality of urban life then becomes possible and, hence, visible. At 
this stage, tolerance and diversity must work in tandem. In other words, the everyday 
habit of encountering diversity in the public realm cultivates tolerance for differences 
which, in turn, perpetuates further diversity that makes for an inclusive nighttime 
economy. Finally, as urban encounters increase through accessibility, tolerance, and 
diversity so too will instances of engagement and participation whereby people can 
shift from being a passive consumer to an active producer of place and civic life.    
 
Social sustainability, however, is becoming more difficult to protect in an era of 
increasing urban complexity contributed by insurgent global flows of capital, people, 
and cultures. Additionally, as Loukaitou-Sideris and Ehrenfeucht (2009) observe:  
The trend of the last decades has been to segregate, contain, and enclose uses, 
homogenize urban form, and prohibit anything that falls outside a narrow cadre of 
activities (p. 271).  
 
Social sustainability in the 21
st
 century is, therefore, susceptible to crisis under a 
number of conflicting situations that pit the ideals of social equity against the 
economic agendas for urban growth. The first strain against social sustainability is the 
loss of the public realm through privatisation and commodification. This process 
compromises the inclusivity of the city, as it makes urban public space an accessible 
resource to a privileged set of socioeconomic producers and consumers. The second 
friction against social sustainability arises when creative enterprises encroach into the 
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economic spaces of long-established neighbourhoods through successive waves of 
brazen gentrification. Lastly, the third threat against social sustainability is urban 
homogeneity generated through the forced enclaving of urban districts along 
socioeconomic identifiers. In this section, we shall discuss in detail these tensions and 
conflicts which pose challenges to the preservation of social sustainability in 
quotidian neighbourhoods. 
 
5.2.1 Privatisation and Commodification of Public Space 
It has been well publicised that the ‘publicness’ of public space in contemporary 
cities is being eroded as urban experiences increasingly become privatised and 
commodified under the guise of globalisation, thereby causing the diminution of 
social and civic activities that would traditionally be performed in the public realm. 
As Cuthbert (2011) argues, corporations are today more empowered than ever to 
create “the environment within which they can function most effectively”, which is 
often facilitated by “a transfer of political authority from the state to the private 
sector”, thus resulting in the “privatisation of public assets, spaces and government” 
(p. 229).  This process is effectively transforming the urban landscape into a “private 
city” comprising “megamononeighbohoods”, “autoresidences”, “autostreets”, 
“antiparks”, and “megastructures” (Lofland, 1998, p. 195). This large-scale 
privatisation of urban space promotes “spatial structures of advantage” that afford 
specific societal groups a sense of entitlement over others, thus creating uneven 
“geographies of privilege” and a “spatiality of injustice” (Soja, 2010, p 55). As more 
and more urban spaces in contemporary cities become privatised or commercialised, 
the informal modes of sociality are reduced and the public life of cities diminished. 
Gehl (2010) argues that this neglected “human dimension” of cities is a result of 
decades-long modernist planning ideologies compounded by contemporary market 




In the capitalist city-state of Singapore, urban neighbourhood centres become 
vulnerable to the forces of contemporisation, commodification, and control. Low-
density neighbourhoods such as Toa Payoh Central face a precarious future in a 
rapidly changing Singapore where increasing population growth and land scarcity 
drive urban policies that promote the optimisation and intensification of land. Here, 
urban areas that were originally designed as fine-grained and human-scaled built 
environments cede to high-density and high-rise redevelopment schemes. 
Furthermore, in response to the changing consumption habits and aspirations of 
young Singaporeans, the approach towards zoning of commercial land use within 
HDB townships has shifted from the mixed-used shopping street pattern to a single-
use ‘big box’ retail model in town centres such as Ang Mo Kio, Sengkang, and 
Serangoon.   
 
The implications arising from the privatisation of the public realm in quotidian 
neighbourhoods and the impact on everyday (night)life are fourfold. First, private 
commercial developments constrain activities within a highly controlled and managed 
environment where civic liberties are greatly reduced. The night hours are generally 
enjoyed by many as a time for leisure and recreation; therefore, minimising the 
nightscape options to privatised zones of commodified leisure would diminish the 
susceptibility of everyday (night)life. This withdrawal of public life from the streets 
strips quotidian neighbourhoods of their informal qualities which are fundamental in 
enabling accessibility, tolerance, diversity, and participation.  
 
Second, the generic ‘big box’ shopping centre, strip mall, and thematic entertainment 
complex that have come to characterise the planning and design of contemporary 
urban neighbourhoods are generating urban landscapes of “placelessness” (Relph, 
1976). These insular ‘all-in-one’ commercial developments are intended to encourage 
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hedonistic consumption and promote individualistic interests rather than create 
opportunities for consequential social interaction and community bonding. Public 
spaces, on the other hand, allow urban dwellers to be active agents who produce their 
own lived experiences of the built environment; hence, potentially bringing 
themselves closer to the attainment of being “in place” (included) rather than “out of 
place” (excluded) (Cresswell, 2004). In this way, a greater sociological and 
psychological “sense of place” is achieved as ordinary people are able to locate 
themselves in relation to a larger sociospatial arena and develop ownership over the 
meanings and “associational value(s)” that this relation entails (Lang, 2005, p. 371). 
Consequentially, such deep-seated attachments to places can help to strengthen and 
preserve community identity in a global era where cities are looking more and more 
alike.              
 
Third, corporate monopolies on urban real estate create an uneven playing field which 
limits the participation of smaller enterprises. Luxury commercial and retail 
developments that target discerning shoppers, for example, often seek tenants with 
recognisable global brands and high marketability as opposed to local ventures. The 
new urban entertainment economy, in particular, is heavily controlled and branded by 
corporations, which Hannigan (2003) argues: 
…is becoming more pervasive and more explicit; and this has a slew of worrisome 
implications for consumer democracy, the integrity of public space, and the cultural 
diversity of the metropolis (p. 356). 
 
As such, low-capital businesses are often squeezed out from the competition of the 
formal economy which can effectively dissuade potential entrepreneurs and reduce 
the scope of urban creativity and innovation. Without an informal economy in 
quotidian neighbourhoods where interventions of affordability and flexibility can 
more readily be accommodated, inexperienced entrepreneurs and new immigrants 
seeking entry into the domestic market as well as underprivileged individuals lacking 
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the means to secure employment in the formal sector would be disadvantaged and 
further marginalised.   
 
Lastly, in the city-state of Singapore, the government is the single largest landowner 
as it holds more than 75 per cent of the total available land stock (Zhi and Tien, 
2012). Most of this state-owned land is developed by the HDB to meet the 
requirements for public housing, while another significant portion is used by the 
various government agencies for the provision of public amenities, roads, utilities, 
and infrastructure. Sites for retail, commercial, hotel, private residential, and 
industrial developments are released regularly through the Government Land Sales 
(GLS) programme, thus enabling private sector involvement in the tender of land and 
implementation of strategic development plans including master plans for key growth 
areas (Kallang Riverside, Jurong Lake District, and Paya Lebar Central).  
 
In this way, the GLS programme allows the government to influence not only the rate 
and direction of urban growth but also the (in)affordability of the land market. To 
ensure that the rental prices of commercial spaces remain affordable and, therefore, 
accessible to smaller enterprises, the government can set in place adequate ‘buffers’ 
against escalating market forces. Safeguarding relatively lower rentals in commercial 
spaces that include state-owned public spaces, vacant buildings, shop units, markets, 
and hawker centres can help to create a more diverse mix of businesses providing 
goods and services at affordable price points; this, in turn, broadens the range of 
consumption options thus attracting a greater diversity of people to neighbourhoods 




5.2.2 Gentrification and Neighbourhood Transformation  
In a bid to keep pace with the knowledge and information age, global cities have 
adopted large-scale urban regeneration plans, place-marketing practices, and 
neoliberal business development strategies to court foreign talent and the “creative 
class” (Florida, 2002). Increasingly, however, postindustrial cities are now nurturing 
homegrown creatives in their pursuit of competitive advantage in a new world 
economy. The impetus to groom and export local talents is gaining traction in 
contemporary Asian cities that have ascended to a service-oriented and knowledge-
based economy. In 2009, the Singapore government established the Economic 
Strategies Committee (ESC) to develop strategies aimed at leveraging Singapore’s 
position as the “Global-Asia Hub” and propelling the city-state towards new and 
innovative ways of value-creation. The ESC (2010) identified three broad economic 
development priorities: (1) high-skilled people; (2) innovative economy; and (3) 
distinctive global city, from which one of the key recommendations is to:  
…attract top quality people from around the world, while investing further to provide 
the best opportunities for Singaporean talents to grow and develop, to the highest 
levels of expertise in a range of fields....[and provide] support for the growing 
creative and arts clusters, which will add to the character of the city, and nurture new 
talents (p. ii).     
 
In recent years, the city-state has embarked on a series of urban development and 
regeneration projects that include: one-north, a multi-disciplinary research and 
development hub; Marina Bay Financial Centre,a waterfront district for business and 
leisure; and Bras Basah.Bugis, an arts, cultural, and entertainment destination. These 
masterplanned precincts are differentiated zones of specialised industries and distinct 
sites of economic production and consumption that are intended to foster and 
incubate innovation in Singapore. However, not all types of enterprises are included 
within this formal and planned ecosystem and neither does the regulatory structure of 




Ho and Hutton (2012) describe an alternative spatial process where “new economic 
spaces” are created through an organic succession of transformative urban changes, 
or “relayerings”, by creative enterprises. The authors found that new entrepreneurs 
and young start-ups are drawn to the “unruliness” and “heterogeneity” of Singapore’s 
Little India where they can take advantage of the low rentals, proximity to the CBD, 
and unpretentious vitality of this urban district (p. 230-231). On Rowell Road, located 
two blocks from Lembu Square, is a 200-metre stretch of shophouses where several 
creative enterprises have established their presence in Little India. These commercial 
businesses—which include a marketing and communications agency; interior 
architecture and design firm; museum of antique toy collections; and music-themed 
F&B establishment—stand next to secondhand goods traders, minimarts, foreign 
worker housing, brothels, and a sex paraphernalia retail shop. Here, creatives operate 
within a flexible structure and their alternative work practices agree with the informal 
spaces of the neighbourhood they reside in:  
For these creatives, it is also the ‘flavour’ of the place, a decidedly non business 
environment which attracts individuals who see themselves as different from the 
mainstream workforce (Ibid, p. 231). 
 
The inner-city urban change unfolding in Little India is arguably more muted than the 
brazen gentrification experiences of heritage districts near the CBD such as Kampong 
Glam, Chinatown, and the three quayside entertainment clusters along the Singapore 
River which include Robertson Quay, Clarke Quay, and Boat Quay. Scholarly 
research on gentrification following earlier works by Ley (1981), Smith (1984), and 
Zukin (1989) examine the implications of the creative economy in driving 
neighbourhood transformation. As Hutton (2004) argues, the (re)territorialisation of 
economic space by high-worth creatives in established neighbourhoods can have a 
number of socioeconomic implications. First, creative enterprises, through their 
assertion of specialised skill-sets and production functions, are effectively 
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restructuring the core economy of neighbourhoods traditionally shaped by time-
honoured businesses and trades. Second, creatives with substantial seed capital have a 
competitive advantage over smaller entrepreneurs in the securitisation of properties 
and revalorisation of real estate, thereby diminishing a neighbourhood’s affordability. 
Lastly, existing businesses that are unable to compete in this new economic climate 
must either cease operations or relocate elsewhere, thus removing access to 
affordable goods and services patronised by lower-income residents in the 
neighbourhood and creating lifestyle conflicts between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ 
communities.   
 
5.2.3 Urban Enclaving and Spatial Injustice 
As stated earlier, the public realm is being diminished due to the extensive 
privatisation and commodification of public spaces in cities driven by global 
aspirations and capital accumulation. Paradoxically, another impediment to the 
publicness of public space in contemporary cities includes the splintering of the urban 
population into “multiple publics” (Carmona et al., 2010, p 140). Preserving the 
notion of a collective whole is ever more challenging in amidst a burgeoning diversity 
of people and lifestyles that have come to characterise the cosmopolitan city. In 
Human Aspects of Urban Form, Rapoport (1977) proposes an urban model premised 
on the traditional pattern of a city of villages, or urban enclaves, formed by the 
clustering of homogeneous social identities and cultures.  
 
Rapoport purports the advantages of clustering by explaining that homogeneous areas 
allow people to maintain a particular way-of-life shared by others with similar values 
and habits, thus reducing potential conflicts, increasing neighbourliness, and 
cultivating social responsibility for the environmental quality of the neighbourhood 
(Ibid, p. 264). Others also propound the socioeconomic significance of clustering, 
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particularly in the formation of ethnic enclaves, citing such settings as possessing the 
inherent features to help new immigrants settle in place, participate in the local 
economy, and achieve socioeconomic mobility over time (Portes and Manning, 1986; 
Zhou, 1992; Friedenberg, 1995). However, the recent concept of “enclave urbanism”, 
which Angotti (2013) describes as the deliberate attempt to construct urban 
agglomerations segregated by socioeconomic attributes, forces us to (re)question the 
process of clustering on two fronts. The first stance places emphasis on the 
significance of heterogeneity vis-à-vis cosmopolitanism and the principle of “co-
presence” (Amin, 2012). The second stance calls attention to the uneven planning 
prioritisation of urban clusters, more specifically, between the privileged 
cosmopolitan (globalised) enclaves and marginalised vernacular (localised) sites 
(Yeoh and Lin, 2012). It is from these two angles that I shall compare the 
neighbourhood enclaves of Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village. 
  
On the outset, the three case study sites appear relatively homogeneous and it could 
be argued that each of these quotidian neighbourhoods represents a particular type of 
urban cluster. Lembu Square, for example, is an ethnic quarter patronised largely by 
Bangladeshi migrant workers, while Toa Payoh Central is evocative of a middle class 
heartland neighbourhood with a strong Singapore ‘flavour’, and Holland Village is a 
cosmopolitan milieu popular amongst the expatriate population and young working 
professional class. Yet, the connectivity of these neighbourhood enclaves to the MRT 
network and the informality that persists in the everyday (night)life of these places 
make them permeable to varying degrees of heterogeneity. In this way, these 
quotidian neighbourhoods can retain their cultural specificity, social identity, and 
sense of place but not deny other members of society the right to participate in the 




This “co-presence”—the being together of multiple ‘Selves’ and ‘Others’ on common 
ground—will necessarily become more important as: (1) cities open their gateways to 
a myriad of people, cultures, and ideologies; and (2) urban densities and household 
proximities increase therefore making de rigueur the “urban encounter” between 
strangers (Amin, 2012). Moreover, mutual acceptance and understanding is 
developed through habits of daily encounters with others in everyday spaces and this 
sociospatial process of making tolerance more visible in the public realm can be an 
effective lesson on civility and civicness (Lofland, 1998; Hemker and Koopman, 
2005; Amin, 2012). Heterogeneity remains an inexorable feature of the cosmopolitan 
city and inflections of heterogeneity within seemingly homogeneous neighbourhoods 
are needed if such enclaves are to play a role in the global city as socioeconomic sites 
of exchange and encounter.  
 
In the current world paradigm of globalisation and city competition, however, 
planning policies tend to privilege urban neighbourhoods and districts with 
cosmopolitan and urbane appeal. Leveraging on the capital accumulation potential of 
certain neighbourhoods, significant investments are seeded and public funds allocated 
into the growth and development of these enclaves. Such uneven treatment 
inadvertently exposes the discrepancies and exclusions of neoliberal planning 
practices, and reveals striking inequalities between the privileged cosmopolitan 
(globalised) enclaves and marginalised vernacular (localised) sites (Yeoh and Lin, 
2012).  
 
Looking at Holland Village, we can ascertain that its urban transformation is the 
culmination of capitalist market forces and planned state interventions. The median 
monthly rental per square metre in Holland Village has increased from SGD$117.79 
to SGD$168.22 between 2002 and 2012, respectively, for shophouse properties on 
Lorong Mambong thus leading to the ascending valorisation of this neighbourhood 
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enclave (REALIS, 2002). Consequently, the commercial scene, once dominated by 
small independent trades and businesses, has gentrified and is today a mix of global 
franchises, avant-garde start-ups, and youthful merchandisers. The free-market 
activity in Holland Village is simultaneously hinging on state efforts to promote the 
enclave through tourism campaigns and public space beautification programmes. 
Such government initiatives have included the: redevelopment of the Holland Village 
Market & Food Centre; publication of a restaurant and food guide for Holland Village 
(SMRT, 2013); and creation of a 3,000 square metre community park. Moreover, 
with the recent demolition of six HDB residential blocks as part of the government’s 
SERS programme and announcement that the nearby 405-lot carpark together with 
the Masjid Kampong Holland are also slated for redevelopment, a substantial area 
adjacent to Holland village will be freed up for future residential and commercial uses 
(xinMSN, 2012; MUIS, 2012). 
 
In comparison, the designated park space at Lembu Square remains little more than a 
hard-surfaced open area with basic public amenities. When I revisited the site in May 
2013, the one-storey state-owned property located adjacent to the park (see item 5 in 
Figure 11) which was once occupied by individual tenants now stands vacant as the 
relevant government agencies decide on a possible interim use for the building 
(according to an email statement by the Singapore Land Authority to the Author on 
21 June 2013). The loss of these small enterprises near the park has noticeably 
diminished the economic vibrancy and altered the micro-ecology of this public 
gathering space which has significant potential to serve as the focal point and activity 
centre of Lembu Square.  
 
The differentiated treatment towards the public spaces in Holland Village and Lembu 
Square, and the decisions related to the spatial distribution of resources in these two 
neighbourhood enclaves, reveal the “underlying spatial structures and structurings of 
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locational advantage and disadvantage” that create uneven “geographies of privilege” 
which can perpetuate feelings of exclusion and segregation (Soja, 2010, p. 55). Such 
imbalances in the planning of urban neighbourhoods are likely to create tensions as 
“values of democracy, diversity, and equity [in the making of a ‘just city’] may pull 
in different ways” (Fainstein, 2010, p. 85).   
 
5.3 Planning for an Inclusive City at Night: A ‘Niche’ Approach 
In today’s competitive global cities, informal and inclusive public spaces are 
imperilled by the rampant privatisation of urban space, rapid urban transformation of 
neighbourhoods, and proliferation of enclave urbanism facilitated by market forces 
and neoliberal urban agendas. Moreover, as contemporary cities attempt to improve 
their economic growth by extending capitalistic modes of production and 
consumption into the urban peripheries at night, quotidian neighbourhood centres fall 
risk to being displaced by mega-developments such as shopping and entertainment 
complexes. This contemporisation, commodification, and control of the nighttime 
economy raise fundamental questions about social sustainability and urban 
liveability. A liveable city that espouses the principles of social equity, spatial justice, 
and community cohesion should also be conscious of fostering those same ideals in 
the urban public realm after dark. Therefore, how can policy-making and urban 
planning in a global era of capital mobility and socioeconomic polarisation better 
enable ordinary people their rights to the city at night? The ‘niche’ concept, borrowed 
from the bio-ecology disciplines, provides one perspective of looking at the 
relationship between space and time in the nocturnal city. 
 
At the 1957 Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology in New York, 
biologist George E. Hutchinson presented an article in which he revolutionised the 
niche concept. In his seminal paper, Hutchinson (1957) asserts that environmental 
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conditions significantly influence where, when, and which particular species occupy 
specific habitats, thereby diminishing the factors of competition and allowing 
different populations of organisms to survive, persist, and coexist in a common 
ecosystem. When applied to the urban environment, the niche concept opens out new 
possibilities for the rethinking of coexistence, diversity, and resilience in the city at 
night. Policy-makers, urban planners, and architects need to better understand the 
apparatus of informal niches, identify the conditions that enable the formation of 
informal niches, and create opportunities for spatiotemporal interstices within the 
formal fabric of the city which can be constructively used for informal practices. This 
section, therefore, explores the ecological relationship between the formal and 
informal spheres in an urban context along the dimensions of space and time so as 
illustrate, and initiate conversations about, the potential of a ‘niche’ approach in the 
planning of a socially sustainable and inclusive city at night.   
 
Urban planning is a process which formalises the built environment through 
mechanisms that control the physical appearance of city spaces and regulate the 
socioeconomic activities performed there. Through this institutionalisation of space, 
the formal system draws boundaries that not only define its limits but also creates 
constraints, thus exposing within itself areas of ambiguity which the informal realm 
can occupy and adapt (Laguerre, 1994). Sometimes the boundaries of the formal 
system are impenetrable and cannot be trespassed by the informal realm, as can be 
observed by certain buildings and districts within the city, for example, Far East 
Square commercial complex in the CBD of Singapore (see Box 1 in Figure 87). At 
other times, however, the formal boundaries are porous which allow for temporary 
encroachment of the informal realm, such as in the opening up of sidewalks and 
vacant state land for nighttime pasar malams (night markets) in HDB estates (see 




As the case study vignettes in this research illustrate, informal practices can and do 
unfold in formal spaces. The appropriation of sidewalks for street vending in Lembu 
Square, misuse of building facades and structural elements for displaying 
merchandise in Toa Payoh Central, and occupation of roads and public infrastructure 
in Holland Village for social gathering and purposes other than those assigned 






Figure 87 Opportunities for informal niche production within an existing 
formal ecosystem. Box 1 illustrates the coexistence of informality alongside 
the formal system (where the boundaries of the formal system are well-
defined and impenetrable). Box 2 illustrates the coexistence of informality 
within the formal system (where the boundaries of the formal system are 
ambiguous and porous). Image by Author. 
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system.  Here, informal practice and formal space interface to produce a negotiated 
outcome that enables the formation of a micro-ecological niche. These niches, more 
importantly, have a temporal character that becomes evident in the hours after dark.  
 
As Laguerre (1994) argues, formal space can be made informal and this 
informalisation of formal space can occur on a permanent, transitional, recurrent, or 
incidental basis. For example, the everyday informalisation of the ODAs in Toa 
Payoh Central has taken on a character of permanence such that it is an integral 
component of the neighbourhood’s shopping experience and place identity. Similarly, 
the five-footways in Lembu Square are informalised at night by enterprising 
individuals who will continue using the streets to ply their trades until such a time 
when they are able to transition their operations to the formal sector. Informality can 
also be recurrent, as seen by the mass gatherings of migrant workers on the streets 
and residual spaces of Lembu Square every Sunday night as well as the assemblage 
of foreign students on Lorong Mambong in Holland Village every Friday night. 
Lastly, the sidewalk astronomy session in Toa Payoh Central and group photography 
outing in Holland Village illustrate how public space can be used incidentally and 
spontaneously for informal modes of leisure. Time, therefore, is an imperative 
dimension that influences the spatial organisation and intensity of informal niches. 
 
Everyday spaces tend to be formalised during the daytime and informalised after 
dark. Given the natural propensity of everyday spaces to allow multiple expressions 
of informality which foster social sustainability, how can urban administrations create 
opportunities for niche production in the nighttime economy of quotidian 
neighbourhoods without (un)necessarily bureaucratising the process of urban 
informality? In exploring this question, we shall broadly discuss (with the objective, 
at this stage, to stimulate ideas rather than set down recommendations) the following 
planning considerations, derived from fieldwork observations, for the design and 
211 
 
management of neighbourhood-level urban spaces after dark: (1) space-time 
flexibility; (2) sidewalk versatility; and (3) pedestrianisation. 
 
Space-time flexibility can be established through a number of arrangements, one of 
which is the timeshare model—a scheme whereby several joint owners of a property 
are allotted rights for a specified period each year. This ownership structure is 
commonly applied to properties such as vacation homes and resort condominiums. 
Different variants of the timesharing concept could also be explored for private 
commercial properties. In this way, a commercial unit like a shophouse could have 
more than one owner and/or tenant sharing use of the property but operating their 
respective businesses at different times (day/night) or alternate periods 
(weekday/weekend). For example, a shophouse could be used by the proprietor 
during the day as a bakery and transition to a café at night which is operated by the 
tenant. This form of spatial and temporal flexibility would enable small businesses to 
optimise their resources, save on operating costs, and carve out a niche from which 
they can grow and expand. As Montgomery (1995) asserts: 
Providing the space for transactions across the day and night is what cities have 
always done, in any culture at any point in time. It is what cities are good at. It is what 
humans do. In this sense, the notion of urban vitality and the related concept of the 
evening economy is really only about opening up the possibilities for transactions to 
take place in longer and more extended segments of time (p. 106). 
 
Another possible application of space-time flexibility is the opening up of public sites 
such as school fields and parks at night for activities which may include festivals, 
bazaars, and flea markets organised by community groups and neighbourhood 
business associations. Extending the temporal usability of buildings and public sites 
that would otherwise remain vacant in the night hours and expanding opportunities 
for small businesses to participate in the nighttime economy are ways in which space-




Sidewalks and footpaths can be made more versatile through activity-generating 
informal practices that maximise and intensify the use of urban space at night. 
Passive activities such as resting, dining, and people-watching can be encouraged by 
means of outdoor refreshment areas that are temporally-zoned to allow restaurants 
and small F&B outlets the option to set out tables, chairs, signboards, and other non-
fixed elements along the footpaths during specified times throughout the night. For 
non-F&B businesses, store frontages can be used as outdoor display areas or, 
adopting a flexible ownership arrangement, be leased to individual street-based 
vendors. Semi-fixed features such as kiosks and pushcarts can be integrated into the 
urban design of certain locations to provide short-term retail space for micro-
entrepreneurs. By creating commercial niches on public footpaths which are capable 
of adapting to various spatial and temporal conditions, a greater mix of social and 
economic activities can be accommodated thus bringing together in coexistence the 
formal and informal aspects of urban street life. Such economic diversity helps to 
generate different forms of aesthetic and sensorial experiences that break the 
monotony and enhance the public life of familiar everyday routines and places.   
 
Streets provide an additional layer of vitality to the urban environment. By restricting 
access of certain streets to motor vehicles at specified times and making these 
pathways more pedestrian-friendly, cities can afford people greater opportunities to 
establish contact with one another and interact directly with the built environment. 
These affordances emerge more readily and with greater ease when pedestrians are 
allowed to meander seamlessly between indoor and outdoor environments, 
particularly when the latter setting serves as an extension of the former. During the 
day, the feasibility and degree of pedestrianisation may be limited. At night, however, 
pedestrianised streets can become an informal niche for organised events (bazaars, 
fairs, and festivals) as well as spontaneous activities (busking, peddling, and 
revelling). As public arenas, streets are the spatial platform for the expression of 
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culture and identity; the more open these streets are to the different forms and 
intensities of social practice, the greater the likelihood of such streets contributing to 
accessibility, tolerance, diversity, and participation at night.  
 
In summary, the public realm of buildings, sidewalks, and streets can be informalised 
in specific places and at specified times to bring into being an urban ecological 
habitat of niches where formal/informal and daytime/nighttime activities can survive, 
persist, and coexist within the city at-large. Planning and designing the inner 
workings of such a habitat requires that we first extricate, in order to understand, the 
parts and elements that comprise the whole—in this study, the parts are formed at the 
neighbourhood level which consists of smaller-scaled elements such as buildings, 
sidewalks, and streets. Examining how each of these elements relate to one another in 
different types of neighbourhood settings and at different times over the course of 24-
hours can be useful to policy-makers, planners, and architects employing the niche 
approach for a sustainable urban ecology that supports a diversity of temporal 
rhythms, habitual spatialities, and informal modes of socioeconomic practices. The 
niche approach helps to ensure that complementary activities have an environment 
within which to thrive while competing uses are presented with avenues, rather than 
terminations, through which to explore possible negotiations and resolutions. In this 
way, access to resources are opened out which facilitates diversity and cultivates 
tolerance leading to greater participation by a mix of actors coexisting in the same 
place at the same time—thereby creating, in the process, a vibrant and socially 




SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 
6.1 Summary of the Research 
The nighttime economy has played a hallmark role in the modernisation process of 
Singapore and cultivation of the city-state’s ‘urban renaissance’ story. Contemporary 
urban nightscapes in Singapore—such as the waterfront precinct of Marina Bay, 
nightclub district of Clarke Quay, and shopping boulevard of Orchard Road—are 
planned and programmed to attract people around the clock, thereby increasing the 
economic viability and social vibrancy of the city centre. At the same time, however, 
more and more urban public spaces are becoming privatised in the form of shopping 
centres, event facilities, and entertainment complexes where individuality and 
autonomy are regulated and controlled by the hegemonic surveillance of corporate 
entities. Moreover, such formal realms and the prescribed lifestyles of their privileged 
users may, directly or indirectly, exclude ‘Others’ of a different age, class, and 
ethnicity.  
 
In this study, the spotlight is shifted from the carnivelesque haunts of the nighttime 
city to the everyday (night)life of ordinary places in search of urban informality and 
social sustainability in the rapidly transforming global city of Singapore. Fieldwork 
employing the qualitative methodological trialectics of flânerie-photography-
narration in Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village illustrates that 
the nighttime economy in Singapore does not only prevail in the city centre but also 
flourishes in quotidian neighbourhoods where ordinary people live, work, and play. 
In these quotidian neighbourhoods, the nighttime economy operates within an 
informal sphere that manifests in the materiality of the built environment and 
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spatiotemporal practices of everyday life. Here, one can observe informal modes of 
appropriation, negotiation, and democratisation performed by pedestrians, shoppers, 
street vendors, and entrepreneurs in the streets, sidewalks, open spaces, and void 
decks during the laissez-faire hours of the night. These (extra)ordinary spatiotemporal 
practices, in turn, shape our experience of urban life and influence our attachment to 
urban places. More significantly, the nighttime economy in quotidian places can 
foster social sustainability as it enables: (1) accessibility to common resources by the 
wider population; (2) tolerance of plural sociocultural norms; (3) diversity of people, 
businesses, and design aesthetics; and (4) participation by civil society.  
 
It is becoming more challenging, however, to safeguard social sustainability in 
contemporary cities where urban conditions are made more complex by the insurgent 
influx of foreign capital, people, and cultures. This study identifies three associated 
tensions and conflicts that can create urban situations which compromise inclusivity 
in the city at night; these tensions and conflicts include the: (1) loss of the public 
realm through privatisation and commodification; (2) loss of affordable economic 
spaces through unhindered gentrification of older neighbourhoods; and (3) loss of 
diversity and equity through uneven privileging of certain urban spaces over others. 
This study suggests that, by identifying potential interstices within the spatial and 
temporal spheres of the urban landscape and creating flexible niches there for 
informal social and economic activities, cities can generate the conditions that allow 
different segments of the urban population, and their diverse lifestyles, to coexist both 
day and night.  
 
Just as bio-ecologists study the nature and habitat of nocturnal animals to better 
understand the nighttime ecology of the biotic environment, our knowledge of the 
urban environment would be more complete if urban studies scholars were also to 
examine in closer detail the mundane activities of urban denizens in the city at night. 
216 
 
This study is therefore an attempt to unveil the hidden spatial and temporal 
dimensions of urban nightlife in the everyday places of ordinary people. As I shall 
illustrate in the proceeding sections, the contributions of this research are 
fundamental to theory-building and policy-making on the topic of the nighttime 
economy. However, as with any research endeavour, there are also some limitations 
of this study that point to potential areas for future investigation.  
 
6.2 Contributions of the Research 
We can expect research on the nighttime economy to further expand as urban 
governments—in a bid to keep pace with global competition and meet the demands of 
an increasingly cosmopolitan urban population—explore with greater urge the social 
and economic opportunities embedded in the nighttime hours of their cities. As it 
stands, however, research in this arena remains largely fixated on the: (1) formal 
processes of the nighttime economy; (2) negative repercussions of urban nightlife; 
and (3) exclusionary nature of contemporary consumption spaces—all within the 
geography of Western cities. If scholarly explorations into the nighttime economy are 
to evolve and extend the frontier of knowledge, the perspectives currently dominating 
this discourse need to be broadened outside the locus of Euro-America and beyond a 
macro-planning approach. This study is therefore an original contribution to the 
current body of scholarship in its theoretical and methodological attempts to 
understand the nighttime economy from a fresh perspective as well as introduce 
alternative modes of investigation through which to carry out the research. The new 
frame of reference asserted in this study for the (re)examination of the nighttime 
economy has led to the culmination of three significant discoveries. 
 
First, taking Singapore as a departure point, this study explores the concept of the 
nighttime economy from the perspective of a transformative city in a rapidly 
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urbanising and globalising Asia. Despite the city-state’s feverish pace of economic 
growth, neoliberal strategies for urban development, and stringent controls that 
regulate the day-to-day functions of the built environment there remains an informal 
realm that not only coexists alongside the formal sector but also thrives in the 
ordinary urban spaces of Singapore. This informal realm—contextualised and 
conceptualised in this study as the everyday (night)life—is revealed in the quotidian 
neighbourhoods of Lembu Square, Toa Payoh Central, and Holland Village where 
temporal and spatial negotiations create micro-geographies of spontaneity and 
flexibility. By examining the informal facets of the nighttime economy in a global 
Asian city like Singapore, this study brings into view a permutation of urban nightlife 
that is underrepresented in dominant Western-centred theories of contemporary 
urbanity.   
 
Second, focusing on the social dimension of quotidian urban nightscapes, this study 
unveils both the mundane and convivial aspects of everyday (night)life which are 
currently obscured by narratives that place particular emphasis on the dangers and 
risks of the nighttime economy. Shifting the gaze to everyday places where social 
encounters between ordinary people unfold on a nightly basis can shed light on the 
intangible attributes of the built environment that contribute to the production of an 
accessible, tolerant, diverse, and participatory urban nightlife. As contemporary cities 
confront a global era of economic, social, and environmental volatility, it is becoming 
increasingly important to generate creative possibilities for social equity, spatial 
justice, and community cohesion. Findings from the fieldwork in Lembu Square, Toa 
Payoh Central, and Holland Village expand our understanding of social sustainability 
as it relates to the city at night and, more broadly, urban liveability. 
 
Third, adopting a view from below perspective, this study exposes the habitual and 
banal practices of ordinary urban denizens in everyday places which have, more or 
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less, evaded the contemporisation, commodification, and control that is transforming 
the nightlife culture and materiality of urban spaces in the city centre. Participant-
based observations at the street level can reveal the hidden and taken-for-granted 
place rhythms, sensorial elements, and embodied practices found in the nightscapes 
of quotidian neighbourhoods, thereby allowing us to develop a more vivid 
understanding of when, where, how, and why public spaces in different urban settings 
are used at night. In this study, a three-pronged qualitative approach involving the 
methods of flânerie, photography, and narration were employed to provide visual and 
textual acuity into the neglected spatialities and temporalities of the city at night. 
Such empirical data is significant and necessary if urban policies affecting the lived 
experiences of ordinary citizens are to be effectively formulated into planning 
strategies for a vibrant nighttime city. 
 
Finally, this study also speaks to the community of built environment practitioners 
which specifically includes policy-makers, urban planners, and architects involved in 
the design, development, and management of urban nightscapes. There is 
considerable inattention on the nighttime economy in quotidian neighbourhoods at 
the peripheries of the city centre, as governments tend to prioritise the revitalisation 
of economic activity within the downtown core and development of spectacular 
leisure spaces on prestigious urban sites. However, it is hoped that this research has 
helped to demonstrate the merits of exploring the breadth and depth of the nighttime 
economy in quotidian communities. For it is the habitual and familiar settings of 
everyday (night)life where ordinary urban denizens can create their own lived 
experiences of and attachments to place through uninhibited encounters, 
engagements, and enactments. Therefore, the temporal and spatial qualities of these 
everyday milieus play a significant role—they can either encourage people of diverse 
socioeconomic backgrounds to participate in the activities of nighttime leisure, or 
discourage them from staying at all. Investment in good-quality public space 
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amenities coupled with flexible planning and design guidelines can help to promote 
accessibility, tolerance, diversity, and participation that contribute to the production 
of vibrant and inclusive neighbourhoods. Moreover, involving residents, community 
groups, businesses, and other key stakeholders in the “processes that shape the 
conditions of life in the neighbourhood” can create a sense of responsibility towards 
the safeguarding of civility, and public commons, particularly in the hours after dark 
(Madanipour, 2010, p. 127).    
 
6.3 Limitations of the Research 
This research has, at its conclusion, achieved the following aims: (1) to gather 
empirical data that illustrates the production and consumption of everyday (night)life 
in different quotidian neighbourhoods; (2) to understand the spatiotemporal 
implications of everyday (night)life in the context of a transformative global city; and 
(3) to establish the modes through which everyday (night)life can help to foster 
economic vibrancy and social inclusivity at night. These objectives were reached by 
working within the study’s parameters of time and resources which concurrently 
posed constraints that inevitably limit the range of this study. 
 
My physical presence in the field enabled the gathering of first-hand observations and 
interviews but was bounded by temporal markers set between the hours of 7:00pm 
and 12:00am. Currently, there is little consensus as to how the evening, night, and 
late-night economies should be temporally divided. Thomas and Bromley (2000), for 
example, adopt general observations of the opening/closing times of offices, shops, 
restaurants, theatres, pubs and clubs as a means to distinguish between the ‘early-
evening’, ‘mid-evening’ and ‘late-night’ activities. Rowe and Bavinton (2011), on the 
other hand, prescribe three distinct temporal categories: ‘evening’ economy (6pm or 
9pm to 11pm), ‘night’ economy (11pm to 2am) and ‘late-night’ economy (2am to 
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5am). It is generally thought that the late-night economy from 12:00am to 5:00am 
produces a significantly different night culture, which generates feelings of public 
fear and anxiety—such a spatiotemporal realm is currently beyond the capture of this 
study. Therefore, an extensive investigation across the temporal continuum of the 
evening, night, and late-night economies together with a close examination of the 
producers and consumers of urban nightlife could provide a more complete 
understanding of the nocturnal city.  
 
The time-lapse video-recording equipment employed in this study achieved its 
purpose by capturing the continuous flow and ebb of pedestrian traffic during the day 
and night at specific street corner locations within each of the three case study sites. 
The time-lapse footage allowed for the visual analysis of temporal transitions and 
spatial transformations arising from fluctuations in, for example, pedestrian 
movement, business activity, and environmental conditions; such data was useful for 
verifying and supplementing information collected through first-hand field 
observations and interviews. However, given the technological limitations of the 
equipment to film in low-light and high-resolution, more complex modes of 
analysis—such as pedestrian counting and profiling, object tracking, and behaviour 
monitoring—was not possible without compromising accuracy. As such, useful 
discussions related to the quantification, simulation, and modelling of sociospatial 
practices (density and intensity) in urban spaces at night would need to be reserved 
for future research. 
 
Lastly, in conventional image-based research studies, the researcher takes on a 
privileged position behind the camera’s viewfinder and ultimately controls the 
‘frame’ of each image. What appears missing from such visual documentations are 
the voices of those being ‘observed’. In this study, where I assume the role of flâneur 
and photographer, the discoveries gathered from the field form a narrative that speaks 
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as much about my subjective encounter with and experience of everyday (night)life 
as it does about the ordinary urban denizens whom I observed. Despite this study’s 
methodological strides to capture the multivocalities of everyday (night)life, the 
situatedness and positionality of ‘Investigator’ vis-à-vis ‘Informant’ still remains a 
highly uneven terrain in interpretivist research. The ‘photo novella’ approach 
introduced by Wang and Burris (1994), on the other hand, is a participatory process 
where informants become photographers in and of their own lifeworlds by recording 
and reflecting on their lived experiences. Future research on the nighttime economy, 
therefore, could benefit from the practice of participatory photography as it would 
help to open out new perspectives and reinvigorate our understanding of urban 
nightlife culture and use of urban spaces at night from the insights of the participants. 
 
6.4 Scope for Future Research 
In the previous section, I described three potential areas which could help to build 
additional coverage on the late-night economy, pedestrian behaviour analysis, and 
user perceptions of urban nightscapes; these extensions could be accomplished 
without necessarily modifying the research framework or selection of case study 
sites. Insights from such data would be a progression of this research, potentially 
leading to a geospatial map of the nighttime economy and facilitating macro analyses 
of significant socioeconomic patterns, networks, and relationships that transpire in the 
city at night. Findings from these analyses could also help to address urban planning 
and design questions related to: nighttime urban population densities and temporal 
land use zoning; environmental sustainability and 24-hour buildings; night-lighting, 
crime-prevention, and public-safety design measures; and street furniture design for 




Beyond these research extensions, there is still yet further scope for future 
investigations into the nighttime economy upon which this research framework can 
be used as a guide. Currently, this research examines the micro realm of the nighttime 
economy as experienced in three quotidian neighbourhoods converging in a single 
city. In order to gain an international understanding of the nighttime economy as it 
occurs elsewhere, one would have to engage a wide-angle lens and conduct fieldwork 
in places of different urban contexts and geo-climates. In Pacific-Asia, this may 
include cities such as Bangkok, Hong Kong, Seoul, Shanghai, and Tokyo. Through a 
city-to-city comparative study, we can begin to generalise the phenomenon of Asian 
(nighttime) urbanism and discuss its implications on a global level.    
 
Finally, given today’s uncertain economic climate, we may see a growing trend of 
city administrations capping their expenditures on infrastructure and programming 
investments to stimulate the nighttime economy. At the same time, consumers may 
feel more compelled to tighten their household budgets by limiting formal outings 
into the city. Instead, there may be greater reliance on communities to create for 
themselves nighttime leisure and entertainment opportunities closer to home in the 
form of: night markets organised by business development associations; dine-out 
promotions by local restaurants and food establishments; and street festivals and 
carnivals by cultural groups. Investigating how these community-initiated nighttime 
activities contribute to the utilisation and activation of public spaces would make for 
a revealing study into the dynamics of everyday (night)life, community development, 
and place-making.       
 
6.5 Conclusion 
Everyday (night)life provides the spatial and temporal niche for the nocturnal routines 
of ordinary people while simultaneously being a means through which the functions 
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contributing to a city’s economic growth (production, consumption, and distribution) 
are carried out on a perpetual basis. Singapore is an illustration of how the informal 
nighttime economy not only serves the needs of an increasingly diverse and 
cosmopolitan population but also contributes to the making of a vibrant and 
sustainable city. In this way, urban informality is an emblem of what makes a global 
city more than just cosmopolitan and competitive but also tolerant, engaging, and 
socially sustainable. In the next two decades to come, Singapore will continue forging 
ahead to establish a prime position in the global race for economic prowess (see Lee, 
2012). To confine business activities and financial development within the temporal 
domain of the daytime alone, however, would hinder Singapore’s economic growth. 
Therefore, it is expected that the nighttime economy and its related industries will 
gain an increasing share of Singapore’s consumer market. As such, the informal 
aspects of everyday (night)life should be granted opportunities to articulate the 
potential of ordinary places. The perseverance of urban informality through the 
production and consumption of everyday (night)life in quotidian neighbourhoods 
generates creative possibilities for social sustainability, thus helping to ensure that the 
intangible aspects of community cohesion and place identity do not wane in a rapidly 
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Icebreaker 1) Obtain age and nationality. 
Shopowner; 
Shop Attendant 
2) What is your position / job scope in this 
business? 
Business and Economy 
(Past, Present, Future) 
3) What kind of business is it? 
4) Why was this business set up in this 
particular location? 
5) How long has this business been in 
operation at this location? 
6) What were some of the earlier businesses 
in this location? 
7) How would you like this area to be in next 
5 years? 
Sense of Community 7) How would you describe your relationship 
with the neighbouring businesses? 
8a) Who are your customers? Are they 
regulars?  
8b) How would you describe your 
relationship with your customers? 
Day / Night Activity 9) What are the operating hours? 
10a) Can you describe a typical business day 
from opening until 6pm?  
10b) After 6pm until past midnight?  
11) When is the busiest time of day with the 
highest revenue for the business? 
Safety  15a) Is this area safe? 
15b) Do you feel safe here at night? 





2) What do you do? 
3) Where do you stay? 
Temporal Rhythm 4a) What are some of the reasons why you 
can be found in this area? 
4b) When (and how often) do you usually 
come here? 
4c) How much time do you usually spend 
here? 
5a) What is this area like during the 
weekday? 
5b) During the weekend? 
5c) During the morning until 6pm? 




Day / Night 
Activity 
6a) Do you think the day and night ambience 
is different? How is it different? 
6b) Would you come to this area 6pm to past 
midnight? 
6c) What kinds of activities would you be 
doing within this time span? 
Safety 7a) Do you feel safe in this area? 
7b) If yes, what makes this area feel safe? 
7b) If no, what can be done to increase 
safety and security? 
Sense of Community 8a) Which shops do you patronise regularly? 
8b) Do you know the shopkeepers very well? 





9a) Do you come here alone or with 
friends/family? 
9b) What do you do here? 
9c) Have you ever encountered a familiar 
face while visiting this area? How often? 
When? 
Icebreaker 1) Obtain age and nationality. 
Resident 
2) Where do you live? 
3) How long have you been a resident here? 
Temporal Rhythm 4a) Why did you come to this area today? 
4b) How long (i.e. time) have/will you be 
here? 
4c) How often do you come here? For what 
purpose? 
5a) What is this area like during the 
weekday? 
5b) During the weekend? 
5c) During the morning until 6pm? 
5d) During the night from 6pm until past 
midnight? 
Sense of Community 6a) Which shops do you patronise regularly? 
6b) Do you know the shopkeepers very well?  
6c) How would you describe the relationship? 
7a) Do you come here alone or with friends? 
7b) What do you do here? 
7c) Have you met new friends here? Is it 
easy to make new friends here? How? 
Safety 7a) Do you feel safe in this area? 
7b) If yes, what makes this area feel safe? 
7b) If no, what can be done to increase 

























































































APPENDIX 2b: TIME-LAPSE STILL IMAGES, TOA PAYOH CENTRAL 











APPENDIX 2b: TIME-LAPSE STILL IMAGES, TOA PAYOH CENTRAL 
(PART 2) 
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